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PROLOGUE

So! The Master has outwitted the pupil after all. The sorcerer slumped in his throne and brooded. A small man, nondescript, outward appearance masked by the aura of power surrounding him. As he lifted his head, pockmarks on the sallow skin were crater etched by the dawn light spilling through unglazed windows. A cold fire burned in his eyes despite the tiredness that hooded them with heavy lids; and still he sat. There had to be a solution, a way of changing what was to be. How had this happened? The old man had been destroyed a decade ago. Not one vestige of opposition had remained. No memory survived to remind the world from whence he had come, for they had been expurgated by mind manipulation. But what did it matter how it had happened, the sorcerer had always been a realist and time was running out. If he was to lose all that he had in the here and now, there was still one card left to play.

The sounds of battle - of swords clashing and men shouting - carried through the early morning air. He had put all his energies into creating creatures that would do his bidding, fashioning biological monstrosities to fight with tooth and claw. And it had worked, at first, for the cities had been overwhelmed by physical power. But early success had encouraged carelessness, and his injury had become so sapping that he had forgotten how tenacious man could be.

The sorcerer broke the long vigil and made for the door and the stairs to his study. There was little left to do. All was prepared for this last and most desperate of decisions. The only pity was that none would know if he was successful, at least, he smiled to himself, not for fifty generations. The glimmerman had agonised long about when and where - his exile would need to provide the comforts that he had grown to expect - but in the end there was no knowing and no guarantee, and ultimately there was no choice.

The noise of fighting came closer. The creatures he had grown would fight to the death, but their fate was sealed. For a long moment he stood on the threshold, anger threatening to overwhelm him, to divert what was left of glimmer power away from escape toward destruction. Defeat was unthinkable. How could these puny mortals overturn ten years of absolute rule? How could they use the very weapon against him that he had created? He had achieved it all. Every human on the planet apart from a few renegades in the mountains and on the southern plains had feared him, terrified of his power and beholden to his every whim. And then to be unmanned in such a way and worse to lose the shield which he alone had created.

The sorcerer clenched his teeth and roared the pain, fist raised to kill. For a moment he stumbled on the brink of insanity, ready to throw away all that was left in rejecting all that was now. And then cold reason returned. It was one of his strengths, this ability to stand outside emotion whatever the provocation.

He returned to the final task. The noise of battle was clearer now; the roar of the beasts and the cries of pain, and then of triumph as the last of his creatures fell. No time left. The sorcerer opened his mind to the glimmer, drew in power and focused as mailed fists hammered on the black oak door. About him a cloud of light formed; a soft shifting glow that intensified as the invaders burst into the room. For a timeless moment it seemed as though there were many dark wizards standing there surrounded by nimbus and then, with an audible pop, figures and light vanished.

They searched the palace and the city and then the land. No one felt safe while the possibility of the sorcerer’s return existed. But time passed, memories faded, and for a millennium the world of Camborne knew peace as never before.






But that was yesterday...




CHAPTER ONE

Void

It was a place without perspective or depth. An emptiness that was full of possibility. Light of a kind existed, but colourless with no apparent source, and it illuminated nothing more than a hint of atmosphere, a faint mist which blurred the vision like the distortion of sight which occurs over great distance; except that measurement between two points was not possible here. There was no movement but this was not entropy, for the potential for change was present in every atom. A sentient being could almost taste the myriad opportunities, the feasibilities, and the infinite consequences that saturated the environment. The power of creation, the primeval energy that had given birth to the universe, permeated the Void. Unknowable, unseen, undetectable by any human sense, it nonetheless shouted its presence soundlessly in a blaze of unseen light; for those who had the ability to shape it this was a marvellously potent place.

After an interminable time, or perhaps almost at once, a subtle change could be detected, a shifting of the almost mist which signalled intrusion. In one direction, all directions, light formed shape, developed colour, a ruby blotch that shifted and pulsed. A figure appeared, framed by crimson coronae that trailed their violation across the opaque surface. Simultaneously, opposite or behind, in the distance or close by, what light that was not red disrupted into darkness, a black shapeless cloud, a mirror image of the bloody profanity that had proceeded it. Within the gloom an inky shape, a figure, a cousin to that opposite, could be perceived.

The two forms drifted closer until they touched. For the first time there was a sound in this place.

“Mary, Mother of God, where the hell am I?”

A spike of colour wrapped itself about the noise and speared away into the infinite. The black figure waved an arm and a blob of nothingness pursued the ruddy lance, caught it, engulfed it, and consigned it to oblivion. A second wave and crimson was surrounded by darkness.

“Be careful, my friend, what is said here can be heard in many lands. In this place of infinite possibility, any act can return to haunt you in the most unlikely of ways.” As it spoke, blackness became less complete, features formed, became clear within the shadow. A man; sharp featured, pointed nose, sallow skin, unshaven cheeks suggesting neglect, a disinterest in the physical. He was dressed in black as befitted his aura, although the clothing was archaic - pouch sleeved shirt, trews and a heavy woollen cloak. But it was less the figure’s appearance that shocked his crimson colleague than its face.

“What is this place? And who or what the divil are you?” The other cried, stepping back a pace. For it was as though there was a mirror before him. It was not an identical reflection, for black and red are not the same and darkness wore shade where ruby glowed. Nonetheless, there was a remarkable similarity of stature and physiognomy. Both men stood a little over five feet tall, both sparse of hair with the beginning of baldness, both sharp featured with nose, chin and cheekbones selfsame high points, and both had pale, pock marked cheeks, pimpled and dirty, reflecting disinterest in health and a disregard for personal hygiene; but the most significant mark of identity was elsewhere. Though black faced red, angry evil declared its presence through mirror matched, burning eyes. These two were soul mates.

Dark responded to the questions in a soft, almost foreign accent, and the first point of difference, not noticed before comparison had been made, reminded Crimson that the other’s voice, though familiar in tone, contained no hint of Irish burr.

“Be not afraid, my brother. But be wary, for you are in the In-between, immersed in the very stuff from which the Universe was made, and it can be dangerous. Your physical body is dreaming. Tucked up in bed with a belly full of that amazing stuff you call whiskey. But while you sleep, do not be misled for this is real. I summoned you here, drawing upon a powerful bond that is between us. You can see that we are more, much more, than siblings. And there is a great deal to discuss.

“My name is Vannood, and I have a proposition which I guarantee you will find interesting.”

The words had shape as well as sound. They bounced or slipped or floated away, black edged shimmers fading into nothing as they became at one with the strange landscape. But the meaning remained. Red, evidently a resilient man, composed himself, the words internalised and comprehended. He had been thrust into unfamiliar surroundings, strange beyond anything that can be found on Earth, and there confronted with a doppelganger demonstrating both identity and difference. Another would have rejected the evidence of his senses, seized upon the reference to dreaming and refuted all else, retreating into incomprehension until nightmare went away. But not the Irishman; he had no doubt that this was truth; this was reality as real as a pint of Guinness at Mooney’s. A man of little imagination, and that helped, but there was no denying that he had guts.

“A proposition, you say,” the brogue trembled a little, “and who might you be that can invade my dreams?”

The shadow man smiled. He had not been mistaken. This was a worthy brother. Together they would conquer worlds. Be gentle however: Red may be robust but there was a good deal for him to absorb before possibilities and opportunities became obvious.

“You might say that we are one, you and I. My world is both similar and very different to your Earth. In the reality that I inhabit, science holds little sway. It is the glimmer that characterises the land of Camborne, a power that is a combination of what you might describe as magic and the use of senses beyond the five material ones. An adept can create desire from dross in a twinkling, can change behaviours and shape consequences by the power of mind. Unfortunately, as in your world, human beings will insist upon forcing order, bureaucracy, rules of conduct, conformity upon those they do not understand; stifling diversity and seeking to control and limit the actions of individualists.

“I am thwarted on the Camborne, although you can see how powerful I am by my ability to invade the interregnum and bring you to me. I have gone beyond this, for I have visited your land in spirit, have drawn myself to you through our affinities, have watched your dreams and learned of your life. No other living adept has gone beyond the Void. And yet I, the greatest weaver of glimmers for a thousand years, am forced to act in secret; much like you, my friend, to pretend to be other than I am. We have a common purpose. You also have power, but it has to be exercised in stealth. Exposure would bring your downfall, as it would mine. We both operate in the twilight, restricted by the petty morality of the herd. And we are both under threat, vulnerable to blackmail and to whim.”

As Darkness spoke his voice became angry. These were old grievances, long felt irritations, but they still held the power to pain. He paused for a long moment, and when he continued his words were expressed in an entirely different tone, quiet, confident, calculating.

“I propose an alliance between us; an exchange of powers: your machinery, your metal weapons, for my glimmers, my magics. Together we could give each other an advantage that would enable us to create a new paradigm in each of our worlds. Our enemies would be defeated, the governance of our lands would be confounded and all our ambitions could be achieved.”

Red moved closer. Always ready to exploit an opportunity when it arose, he was prepared to listen while remaining sceptical. The Irishman smiled at a stray thought, surreal surroundings forgotten as he stared at the mirror reflection before him, who could he trust if not himself?




CHAPTER TWO

John Blacker

The twenty-first of December and judging by the weather a white Christmas was a distinct possibility. Overnight there had been a heavy fall of snow that blanketed the suburbs, hiding the dirt and grime and recreating the world anew. It had not lasted. Purity had already been violated this Monday morning, destroyed by the steady movement of traffic and people on their way to work.

John Blacker was late. This was not unusual. The job at the Travel Agents was tedious and he was always thinking of packing it in altogether, although thinking about leaving was as far as it went. He had been in full time employment for eighteen months, and that meant a regular salary and some refuge from the nagging of his fretful wife. Two years earlier it had been the dole, and before that building sites. Blacker was over forty, and jobs were scarce for middle-aged men with no particular skills and a criminal record.

This morning he was late because of the weather. John had underestimated the time it would take him to clear the ageing Ford of snow and drive the four miles to the office through snarled up London traffic. Eventually, he reached the usual parking place in a cul-de-sac, cursing as he had to manoeuvre the car back and forth through a mini snowdrift.

He ran the fifty yards to the Travel Agents while fumbling in his pocket for shop keys. Twice in the last month he had been warned for lateness and it was important to open up before the boss arrived.

John Dennis Blacker was forty-one years of age, married, no children, living with a querulous wife he detested. He was a big man, over six feet and two hundred and ten pounds, overweight and in the first stages of the degeneration which develops when active youth slips into sedentary middle age. There was nothing memorable about his features, although a twice broken nose, and a criss-cross of worry lines around the eyes and mouth, gave the face a certain character. That, plus a firm jaw and the hint of individuality in the soft brown eyes, suggested that life had not entirely subdued the rebellious spirit that had once inhabited the body.

Blacker had been less than diligent in his youth and a thief in his twenties. Now a mature man, the certainties which most of his generation had come to were absent from his life. He had no skills, no track record, no experience that an employer would value, and one significant downside. As a result, though intelligent and personable, job opportunities were limited. The company he worked for, Glorious Sun-sand Tours or GST for short had little history in the travel business but was expanding fast. It employed over twenty staff and leased the building in which the shop was situated. John thought he had landed on his feet, career opportunities as well as pay, when he had first joined, but it was soon made clear to him that his role would remain limited to the front office. The business clients who used the Agents were handled elsewhere. He was just the front man, a semi skilled shop assistant with no prospects.

It took him a minute to open up; alarm and coat off, lights and heating on, and he was ready for business. Not that there was much to organise at the best of times: two telephones - one an internal link to the office upstairs - a computer connected to a modem through which he could access the major airlines and the company’s own database, and a pile of brochures. Above him there were three floors of offices geared to the organisation and satisfaction of customers’ holiday and travel plans. GST was well managed, appearing to make a good living from a number of fringe holiday activities including coach tours of Eastern Europe. Not that John saw a great deal of traffic coming across the counter. He had a vague feeling that the business was successful although, since it was a private company whose owners he had never met, there was no way of making a judgement about its worth even if he wanted to.

At that moment Tommy Bristow, Blacker’s supervisor, arrived at the door of the shop. Normally he would come through the rear office entrance hoping to pounce upon John when he opened up from outside. He was that kind of a man.

“Bloody awful weather, ain’t it!” Tommy was a weasel, a pinch-faced, south of the river, pseudo cockney, not sure how he had arrived in West London, and hating everyone who lived there. He had been with the company not much longer than Blacker. There was no obvious reason why he had been given the supervisor’s job; but then, why they had offered John the shop – forty years old, with a prison record and no qualifications?

“Good morning Mr. Bristow,” he said, deciding for the umpteenth time that any employment was better than the dole. “Have you had problems getting in?”

“Poxy car wouldn’t start. Bleedin’ battery. ‘Ad to use jump leads in the end.” He came up to the counter and peered at Blacker. Despite the heaters going full blast the temperature was still only a few degrees above freezing. “What time did you get in?”

“I’ve been here ages,” John said. “You have to plan for weather like this in December.”

“Oh yeah!”

Bristow went through the rear door and disappeared, doubtless to put his feet up and brew a pot of tea. Blacker settled down to the tedium of the shop. There had been three customers by ten thirty, and two of them were sheltering from the weather. The only other break in the monotony had been a short, very short, conversation with the office upstairs.

In the early days he had tried to be sociable, striking up discussions on the weather, sports, anything, with a succession of anonymous tinny voices. The fourth time he had been snubbed he gave up. At first he had found it strange, but he had soon become content to slide into a pattern of behaviour which was typical of the staff of the Agents; except for Fred of course, but Armitage, an irrepressible extrovert, would hold a non stop conversation with himself if there was nobody else willing to listen.

Blacker had settled in, and was soon as comfortable as the other employees in the anonymity of his working life. He complained about it in the pub but he was happy to be a cipher. A salary cheque once a month was all the relationship he wanted.

By late morning, bored from inactivity, he decided to visit the toilet. He locked the security drawer designed to hold the cash, not that there was much in it, and glanced around the shop before slipping through the rear door; there was nothing worth stealing and the brochures were all free. Technically he should have told Bristow and waited to be relieved; but who was to know.

The single stall in the men’s rest room on the ground floor was locked. Muffled groans came from behind the wooden door. He had no idea who was in there, but the stench drove him back out into the corridor.

Blacker took the stairs two at a time, listening as he did so; he was wary of bumping into Tommy. There were toilets on every floor, but when he reached the landing, on impulse, he carried on up. He had never been to the top of the building and an imminent bowel movement was a good excuse to explore.

The reality was boring. A corridor, identical to those below, stretched before him.

Closed doors.

Silence.

He walked toward the toilet, its door identified by a stick man symbol. One WC was much like any other, but the slant of the roof had given it an awkward shape. The architect had squeezed in two stalls, one at right angles to the other. John decided that as he was here he might as well christen it. Soon he was seated in the cubicle, trousers around his ankles, bare bottom on the cool plastic.

Blacker’s mind wandered; nothing to do but think until his reluctant bowels decided to move. He had always been something of a loner. As a boy he had been one of the last to be chosen when the teams were picked. He had been a big gangly lad, strong but clumsy, and standing there amongst the unfit, fat and half blind had been a humiliation. He had not been a bad footballer, a bit aggressive perhaps, so why had he always been out in the cold? Perhaps it was because he was always in fights, though the punch-ups were something of a cry for help, a plea to be noticed at least.

It was worse when puberty came. He could not talk about girls the way the other boys did - there had always been a strong romantic element in his nature - and the smutty jokes, the stories, the tit grabbing, always left him feeling uncomfortable. So he stayed on the outside, never quite one of the lads, and began to hang around with the girls. Not that the females were any more interested in him. Once again he found himself on the fringe, clumsy in his words, laughing too late, never sure what to do with his hands, awkward and shy. But it had got better. He grew bigger, stronger, good looking some said, and became outrageous as a substitute for the lack of conventional social graces. It was John who stole cars for joy rides, thieved from the local florists for the girls, cheeked the coppers, set fire to the school - it had only been a small blaze – and left home at sixteen when his parents could not cope any longer. And the more of a rebel he became the more women appeared to like it. They expected him to try things on, and he had graduated from knee tremblers to full blown sex while his contemporaries were still practising the hairy hand.

So where had all the energy and arrogance gone. He had not been all that bad, and there were dreams about what he was going to do, what he was going to achieve in the world. Where had they gone? What was he now; nothing but a nonentity; with no accomplishments, no achievements to look back on, no kids, no love, no life, nothing.

The self-pity was interrupted without warning as the main toilet door was flung open. Two men entered the room, John could hear their voices; loud, arguing. He froze, nervous of his trespass, then lifted feet and trousers from the floor. Anybody looking under the gap, if they did not try the door, would think the stall was empty.

“You shouldn’t be here, though why the divil should I care?” The first man’s voice was soft Irish. “There’s the big job coming up tomorrow, and you’re the guy who’s been making a fuss about it being done right.”

“Listen to me, Paddy” The second voice was strong, public school, dislikeable. “This bastard could put us all in jeopardy. Do I have to remind you that I’m the organ grinder and you do what I say; or do you want me to make a telephone call?”

“Indeed, and don’t I know that. You’re a bastard and I’ve got no choice.” The words were both resigned and angry.

Somebody turned on a tap and the water sounded a gentle background. “I’ll do it tonight. Blacker won’t live to see the morning light.”

John sat breathless. Was that his name? Who were these men? Why were they talking about him?

“Tear him up first, Mick. Make it a signal to anybody else who might be thinking of playing games.”

“Signal, me arse. Perhaps you’d like to pull the trigger. I may have to put up with your bloody orders, but I’ll be damned if I let you tell me my job. If it needs to be done quick, you get it quick. One bullet in the bugger’s head and John Blacker will be out of the picture.”

The closing door shut out the public school reply and they were gone.

Silence.

John sat stunned. He dropped his feet back on to the floor; his mind in a whirl, thoughts spinning out of control. They were talking of killing someone - him? It had to be a joke, but who in this place would want to bother? They could not have meant it; could they?

Five minutes later he was back in the shop. He had not been missed, and the overheard conversation was already unreal. The day’s routine settled in and the episode faded in his mind. Blacker’s natural defences asserted themselves. Find a comforting explanation or push it away, pretend it had not happened. He tried to reassure himself that he must have misunderstood, or that he had been set up, someone had known he was in the wrong loo and was having him on. The rationalisation was comforting although at a deeper level he knew it was nonsense. He had heard what had been said, and they were not playing games. However, he had spent years cultivating the habit of avoiding unpleasant reality, and that practice came to his aid.

But it did not work. The fear was pushed into his subconscious where it lurked together with the words of the overheard conversation. And every little while they escaped, popping up to remind him what had really happened.

He had lunch with Fred Armitage in the cafe three doors down. Fred was easy to be with, brash, cocky, garrulous and irrepressible. In his late twenties, he also worked for GST. John did not know what he did, the responses to his questions were never that specific, but he travelled abroad a good deal. Armitage was the only friendly face in the main office, and once every couple of weeks he would breeze into the shop and bundle Blacker off for a pie and a pint, or egg and chips at the cafe. He was a midget sized sixties rocker; five feet nothing with long black gleaming hair gelled down, thick bushy sideburns, fat sensuous lips, bright blue eyes and fingers covered in rings. The clothes he favoured, jeans or black leather, crepe soled shoes or winkle pickers, complemented the image; but it was his behaviour which marked the man’s character most clearly. His body radiated energy. He could not keep still, sparrow like he twitched and jerked almost as though powered by clockwork. He was one of those individuals whose metabolic rate had been turned up, who moved like a character in an old silent movie running through a modern projector at the wrong speed. The way Armstrong talked, out of breath and at breakneck speed, suggested that he was not quite in control, in a helter skelter ride to nowhere, a frenetic gallop through life with the off switch just out of hand.

Blacker wanted to tell Fred about the overheard conversation but was uncertain how to tackle it, and the opportunity vanished for, as usual, Fred talked, and talked, and talked. He had just returned from Warsaw and was boasting about some conquest he had made. This was a frequent topic of conversation. Exaggerated and delivered at a frightening pace, the stories were always entertaining and John derived a vicarious enjoyment from them.

“Got the bird down, see. Gawd, you should have seen her knockers. Well, she’s writhing about under me and I’m trying to get her knickers down with me foot. I always take me shoes off first,” he explained. “It’s only polite. Now. I’ve got me toe up her pussy, one hand tangled in her bra, and me other arm is trying to get shot of me shirt, when in walks her husband, six foot four if he was an inch. Hello, I say, at least your missus is enjoying her holiday. He didn’t arf get mad. I don’t know why,” Fred finished, “I hadn’t done nuffin’.”

He paused to gulp down some tea and then was off into a description of the vaginal exploits of an athletic nightclub artist he had once seen perform in Marrakech. The meal ended, Armitage talking non-stop until he left, and afterwards the grey day slipped into dusk.

From late afternoon onwards the regular employees began to leave for home. There was a side exit to the building used by the more senior staff that left later, and the shop’s use as a thoroughfare tailed off by five thirty. At six p.m., just as John was locking up, he was surprised to see the rear door open and a man he had not seen before pass through. A small man with pock marked, sallow features. The stranger walked past without a word but, just as he was about to exit into the street, turned and said in a soft, familiar Irish burr, “You’re Blacker, aren’t you? Well, goodnight now John, don’t you be dawdling on your way home.”

The Irishman was gone in a moment out into the night leaving him, heart thudding, staring into the darkness. The face he had never seen before, but the words had been spoken with the voice of the man who had said he would put a bullet in his head.


 John was terrified. He leaned against the door, lungs hyperventilating, heart palpitating, sweat pouring from every pore despite the cold. What was so frightening? He had heard a confusing conversation. And now there was certain familiarity in a voice. Why was he panicking? The stranger had known his name, but that was not surprising if the Irishman worked for GST. With an effort he calmed down. There was no evidence of the overheard threat; nothing concrete to complain about to the police. Not that he was likely to approach the authorities; with his record they would probably arrest him.

Blacker moved out from the shelter of the shop doorway. He set the alarm, dimmed the lights and locked the door. Nerves up and down his spine tingled. Half deafened by homeward bound traffic, the street full of people, he was still frightened. About to approach his car, he changed his mind and turned in the opposite direction.

“I need a drink,” he muttered to himself and walked back up the street to the pub on the corner of the Oxford Road. It was a route his feet knew well.

The man in the alcove near the battered Ford watched him change his mind and cursed; he had a heavy schedule to observe.


 The Lamb and Flag was crowded, warm and friendly. John crossed to the bar, ordered a large scotch and a pint of Guinness.

Bill the landlord said, “Good evening.”

The regulars, acquaintances, some of them the closest thing to friends that he had, said, “Hello John,” and, “How’s it dangling?” and, “Bloody cold, ain’t it.”

He was well known; a frequent, short stay visitor. All the usual meaningless conversation ebbed and flowed around and about him; the weather, West Ham’s appalling defeat at QPR, the latest Government cock-up, economic problems, scandals, sports, sex. The usual mish-mash of half-baked misinformation absorbed from a superficial and inaccurate press, coupled with opinionated prejudice and the odd surprisingly incisive comment.

“Here, John,” Harry from the barbers six doors along leaned across the bar toward him. “George reckons they should top murderers. I told him that’s daft. Look at all those people who’ve been wrongly convicted. Capital punishment is just murder by the State, don’t you agree?”

George Evans the newsagent interrupted, red-faced, angry. He was the bar’s resident right-winger, a man of extreme opinions, always incensed about something. “Better the odd mistake than letting them live. They put them in prison, and then after fifteen or twenty years they let them out to kill again. Look at that bloody White Lady, Jonathan Bartlett, that bloody queer they’ve just let out. Killed God knows how many young boys. They say he’s cured. I’d bloody cure him given half a chance. Cured of what, that’s what I want to know. Evil’s evil, and they should have hung him twenty years ago. An eye for an eye is what I say.”

Blacker had heard about the release that morning, amid much press hype and controversy, of the murderer they called the White Lady because of his habit of dressing up as a woman to disarm the suspicions of his victims. He would not agree with George normally, but he sympathised with him in this case. There was something wrong with a society that allowed a mass murderer freedom while the families of his many victims still grieved. Almost every cheque waving newspaper and publisher in the country was chasing Bartlett. They reckoned that he would get a million at least for his memoirs. The law said you should not profit from a crime, but they always found a way around it. Perhaps Bartlett should have hung, but the problem was, not all convicted murderers were multiple killers, and Harry was right, sometimes they were innocent.

John was saved equivocation by a further interruption from George and the conversation drifted away, becoming louder and more aggressive. He stayed apart from the argument, disapproving but oddly envious of the subjective certainties underlying the muddled statements of those clustered about the bar. Soon he was left alone. The customers who had been having a quick one on their way home were replaced, after a quiet period, by those out for the evening. He continued to drink on his own, thinking about the events of the day.

Abruptly, Blacker realised that it was after eight. His wife would be wondering where he was. He sank a last scotch and slid off the barstool. There were a group of a dozen or so young lads coming through the main entrance to the pub and so, rather than negotiate through a crowd, he moved through the door into the public bar and out into the Oxford Road where the frosty night air made him catch his breath and gasp. With a sudden clarity, he recognised that he was in no condition to drive and turned away from his parked car. For the second time that night a chance impulse had saved his life.


 Blacker lived four miles away in Greenford, and by the time the cab had dropped him it was snowing again. Wentworth Road was a street of late nineteenth century terraced houses all with their kitchens boxed in a ground floor rear extension. Number forty-one was distinguished from its neighbours by flaky paintwork and the shape of the privet. Next-door’s curtains twitched as he opened the gate. Mrs Townley checking up on his condition, no doubt, though if he were honest he would have to acknowledge that coming home pissed was a frequent occurrence. Not that it was any of the bloody woman’s business. She was a widow and he helped her out now and then, a bit of decorating, dripping taps, that sort of thing. She was OK, he thought, even attractive in a mousey sort of way, and her son was a good lad. Kevin would soon be going to University. The problem with Mrs Townley was that she missed her man and was too fond of gossiping with his wife.

What remained of the evening was miserable. Mary Blacker was some years older than her husband. Their marriage had been a mutual convenience, giving companionship to him after years of bed-sitters, and security of a sort to her after first her mother and then her father had died. She was never attractive, her personality narrow and insular, but at the beginning she had been grateful to John. Now she was sour. He had not told her of his problems with authority, or about the time he spent in prison. Mary’s image of him as a sophisticated, intelligent gentleman down on his luck became tarnished when she discovered how difficult it was for him to find and keep a job. She had never worked for a living, had no desire to work, if truth be known was a little agoraphobic, and she castigated him with an increasing bitterness for his inability to provide a better home, more luxuries, a richer life.

She threw a dried up dinner down in front of him and complained about his drunken state, his inconsideration and his general untrustworthiness. Then she left him; slamming the kitchen door behind her.

John sat hunched over the inedible supper, feeling an embryonic hangover tiptoe through his head. The prognosis, both short and long term, promised nothing but unpleasantness. When he struggled his way upstairs, Mary had gone to bed. She was asleep, facial expression lemon sharp even in repose. He looked down at her, regretting everything about his life to date. The future looked bleak. All that might have been had somehow drifted into an unfulfilled oblivion while mean and narrow reality had chipped away at his dreams until they disappeared. He sat on the bed to take his shoes off. It was then that he discovered the final indignity. The cow had stretched the bolster down his side of the bed.

Sex had never been very successful with Mary. It had come too late for her. A virgin spinster, she had never developed any sensuality, had never experimented with self-stimulation. She was tight, dry, at best passive, all in all no pleasure to make love with. This had not been important at the beginning of their relationship - after her father’s death from cancer she owned a house and had a few thousand pounds insurance money, that was what had originally attracted him if he was honest - but her stupidity had always irked him, and never more so than when her ignorance manifested itself in ways such as this. The bolster was her way of warning him. She thought there was a devil lurking in the end of his penis waiting only for the right infusion of alcohol to be awakened. In a curious way Mary was right. She was so physically unattractive that he was only ever encouraged to make an attempt to penetrate her when his inhibitions had been lowered by booze.

Blacker stood up. It is not worth it, he thought and, as his head began to pound with renewed vigour, he staggered back down the stairs. The blur of alcohol and argument had wiped the overheard conversation from his mind. He sank into an armchair in the front room and fell asleep.


 For an endless moment John struggled in grey fog. Panic flooded his senses. His heart palpitated. He gasped for breath. A weight pressed upon his breast that threatened to suffocate him. There was no sense of who he was, where he was, when he was?

Then the mist cleared and a woman stood before him. She was not the usual stuff of fantasy – not young, but not old either - one of those privileged creatures that appear to reach a plateau in mature life, a stasis of feature and form which lasts for decades before fading into old age. Her skin was smooth alabaster, unmarked and unlined by experience, but the eyes were extraordinary. Deep, dark, full of caring and wise beyond anything he had ever known. He desperately wanted to know this woman; she must surely be the source of all knowledge. And something more happened as he watched. Unbidden, a sudden emotion washed over him, that ache which sometimes comes in dreams, a memory drawn from the subconscious, the sweet sour pain of first love. He cared for this woman, loved her, and wanted her, a deep yearning with a bitter undertone for, beneath the candyfloss of dream, reality told him that it was impossible. She faded even as the thought was borne, leaving behind nothing but an echo.

Without transition he was sitting instead of standing. The grey replaced by light. The room, very large and heavily decorated, was awash with sounds and sensation. An energetic dance was in progress. Before him glided five-dozen couples, gilded and perfumed, a parody of some eighteenth century ball.

“What am I doing here?” he stuttered, and then shrank back, for a hundred eyes fastened upon his hesitant words and focused upon his lips. He glanced down, embarrassed, and noted that he too was dressed in rich velvet robes, while upon the third finger of his right hand was a heavy gold ring crowned with a blood red, ornate seal.

A moment later, as though someone had pressed a button on a slide projector, he was elsewhere, lying upon a carpet of leaves, dried and old, and looking up at a greenlit canopy; no sign of sun apart from a faint light filtering down; warm, voluptuous, soothing. A soft sound insinuated itself into sleepy consciousness,

“Stick with it - don’t let the bastards get to you,” it whispered, a very familiar voice, but one which he could not quite place.

“Who are you?” he asked, relaxed and uninterested in the answer.

Abruptly, there was darkness, and then a soft generous moonlight. Before him was a multitude of creatures, great and small, misshapen and unnatural, armed and angry, toothed and clawed, facing a vast archaic army of men carrying bladed weapons, bows and bludgeons. At some unseen signal the two hosts came together. No sound could be heard, but the opposing forces tore into each other, clawed and gouged and hacked and fought with ferocity more terrible for its total silence. John watched in horrified fascination as beast fell upon man and flesh was cut and limbs were lopped and blood, so much blood, was spilled upon the land until the very earth beneath their feet was sodden gore.

Again the scene shifted. He was in a tower high above some gothic city looking out through an unglazed window upon a multitude of spires. The room about him was full of tiny noises and scratchy movements. The jabber jibber squeaking behind pulled his vision away from the view toward the source of sounds unseen. Nightmare creatures looked back unblinking, locked in cages, sitting on chairs, hanging from walls, with claws, stings, teeth and blind, red rabid eyes.

The creatures moved toward him, but as they did so the image began to fragment, to fade. Grey fog returned. There was a distant noise, a thumping that grew louder and louder. Suddenly, there was a crash.

John jerked upright in the chair, shuddering with relief. The images remained so real and sharp, but it had been a nightmare, a crazy mixed up dream. Then he realised that the final sounds still flooding his mind were all around him. Still groggy, he remembered the sounds as he woke; a crash in the hall followed by the noise of heavy footsteps on the stairs. Mary was screaming until, after a series of dull cracks, the sound was choked off into a wet gurgle that that lasted a couple of seconds. The cracks did not sound like gunfire at all, at least not the movie variety, but he knew that was what it had been.

He struggled up from the chair, groped around, and grabbed the poker from the hearth. As the sound of footsteps hammered back down the stairs, he flung the lounge door open. It was a stupid unthinking act and almost the last thing he ever did.

There was a quiet crack, the sound of a dry twig snapping, but a deceptively lethal break. The bullet caught the poker, held half across his chest, ricocheted off and ploughed a shallow furrow across his left cheek. The impact knocked him off his feet and back into the dark living room. The feet did not pause as they pounded down the hall and out of the house. Outside, a car’s engine revved once, and then the noise faded as it accelerated away.

For an eternity, Blacker lay on the floor. At first, in shocked disbelief, he felt that what had happened must have been part of the nightmare; perhaps, if he stayed still, he would awaken back to normality. With studied illogic he waited. The snowy cold drifted through the open front door. His head throbbed. The gash on his face lost its numbness and began to sting. For a while longer he hid inside his mind, refusing to recognise reality, but after a time hard reason combined with frosty air demanded action.

John was no coward. He had done foolish, dangerous things as a youngster. He had once had a reputation as a hard man, not adverse to facing down any challenge, or to completing any dare. It was this crazy immature arrogance that had resulted in a two-year prison sentence when he was in his late twenties. Fighting a duel at the top of an electricity pylon was insane, particularly when your adversary ends up burnt to a crisp. He was lucky to get off with a manslaughter charge. Foolhardy he had been, criminally reckless, but it took more naked courage than anything he had ever before done to climb the stairs and enter the bedroom.

Reality was anti-climax. How curious that her face had always remained tight and sour even when she was asleep and yet in violent death it had relaxed into serenity. As usual, she had wrapped herself in the duvet and there was little sign of the cause of death. When he knelt by the bed and lifted her up, the truth became obvious; the hair fell back from her forehead and a black, blood starred hole was revealed, while the back of her head, a mass of broken bone and brains, slid sideways as though still alive.

“Oh, my God!” He exclaimed, and then gagged and was violently sick as his stomach rebelled.

When he was able, he stumbled out of the bedroom, down the stairs, and out into the night.




CHAPTER THREE

Void

A week had passed since the original meeting. The Void remained everything and nothing, a rich soup of pregnant possibilities that swept and eddied. Once again two figures, one crimson and the other black, came toward each other.

Vannood spoke, the words almost palpable before being swallowed into the mist. “Well met, my friend, have you thought through my proposition?”

The Irishman, a shimmer of red, rubbed his eyes. He had been drawn here as before, without volition, without control, and despite the dream setting the tiredness he had taken to his bed remained; worse, the very atmosphere about him seemed to suck at what energy he had left leaving him feeling weak.

“Why do I feel so bloody exhausted?” he asked, ignoring the glimmerman’s question.

“It takes a good deal of power to maintain our presence here without disruption. I am borrowing a little of your natural energy.”

“‘That’s very good of you,” the other replied sarcastically. “You might have asked me first.”

“Since we can only converse in the Void that would have been difficult. Come.” Vannood gestured with his right hand and two large armchairs materialised. “Sit; rest your weary bones.”

The Irishman perched on the edge of a cushion. It felt real, soft, comfortable, and he sank back with relief. “If I nod off, don’t wake me.”

The sorcerer smiled; it was a cold bleak grimace. He needed this arrogant upstart, even felt some affinity with him, but the man was beginning to get on his nerves. Vannood asked again,

“Have you thought about my proposition?”

Donovan had thought of little else since their last strange meeting, but it was not in his nature to make a commitment at this stage. “I’ve considered it, but I’ve had a lot of things on my mind.”

“I’m not asking for a decision. For both of us it would be a momentous step. And I am aware that you would want a good deal more information before arriving at a conclusion. Remember, you and I think alike. I have the advantage of you in knowing that it can be done, which is perhaps why I am more enthusiastic. All I ask at this stage is an open mind, a commitment to listen and to consider before you reject the possibility.”

“That’s fair,” the Irishman concluded. “The thought of walking away from the shit I’m in is attractive. But there would be little point in jumping out of the frying pan into the fire.”

“I too have problems,” the glimmerman said, sitting down. The mist shaped and folded into almost recognisable shapes about him as he spoke. “There is much to share before this can happen.

“Let me explain what the exchange would entail. There is a balance between our worlds that must be maintained. For that reason it was long assumed that movement across the Void is impossible. But I have discovered a way. The equivalence must be preserved, and that can be achieved through an exchange, you for me, for example. Since we are almost identical such a swap should be easy. Our meeting in the Void is the first proof of that. There have been few glimmermen who have had the power to enter the In-between, and none that I know of have ever been able to summon the inhabitants of another land to join them.

“But it will not be enough for us to switch places. I will need large quantities of particular substances and certain rare books if I am to work my trade on Earth. Similarly, I imagine that you would wish to bring with you the weapons of your world. For that to be possible, an equivalent of the items to be transferred would need to be assembled. And that would not be an easy thing. In Camborne, for example, the alloys from which your guns are made are largely unknown, and I have need of many exotic things that you may have difficulty in matching.

“We therefore both need to think carefully in developing an inventory, a listing of the things we will need with us, as well as, as best as can be done, a description of the constituent elements which make up the objects so as to enable a matching to take place. Some minor misalignments we can live with, but major differences could at best undermine our attempt to exchange and at worst would destroy both us and half our worlds.”

The other balked at that. He was not averse to risk if the prize was big enough, but there was too much here that he did not understand. “You’re talking about the how of it, and talking about some bloody big dangers while you’re at it. I want to know much more about your land, what’s in it for me, before I’m prepared to go much further with this.”

“Don’t worry,” Vannood said. “I will make sure you know everything you need to before making a commitment. I simply explain the detail of how it would work to reassure you that I know what I am doing. This will take careful planning, and we should begin soon. My reasons for leaving my home become pressing and I suspect yours do also. We can exchange as much information as you want, but we should not allow that to stop us from making the necessary preparations, otherwise we may both end up in a strange land without the wherewithal to guarantee our success. For example, we need to decide if we are to bring others with us when we transfer. I have some needs in that area, but I could not preserve the balance unless you wanted to bring equivalent individuals with you.”

“Now dat’s an interesting thought,” mused the Irishman. He had assumed there was a single ticket only; if Billy or Dave came with him, the odds would change. For the first time he began to consider the possibility that the fantastical journey suggested by his twin could become real.

“Enough for now,” Vannood said. “I am growing tired and cannot hold us here for much longer. I suggest that you give considerable thought to what you might want to bring with you. Make a list and memorise it, even if we do not physically meet I can draw it from your sleeping mind. Similarly, you will dream of my requirements. Write them down the instant you wake. I will also send you images of Camborne.

“Farewell, we will talk further at another time.”

Blackness became vacuum that was quickly filled by mist. The Irishman felt a strong pulling that intensified until without warning he was back in bed, bathed in sweat and as tired as ever.




CHAPTER FOUR

Murmeria

The ramparts were fifty yards high, but even close to they were dwarfed by the Gormenghastian immensity of the structure. The castle city appeared to be built upon a hill, wall upon wall cascading upward toward a myriad of turrets and towers, but this was illusion. Murmeria was built upon a flat plain, and what could be seen was the product of a thousand years of building structure upon structure until the topmost heights rose a full mile above the base. The massive walls which marked the foundations were all that remained to tell the eye that this was once a mighty fortress designed to withstand a lengthy siege and great enough to contain a substantial city within its perimeter. A millennium later, no individual buildings could be discerned, just one great grey edifice dominating the skyline for many leagues.

But if the external aspect of the city was solitary and forbidding, inside it was a hive of activity. The structure was riddled with streets and alleyways; a warren of passages which gave access at a hundred levels to homes and taverns, shops and markets, the grandest of buildings and the meanest of hovels, piled one upon another as the city grew until its convolutions had become impossible to map. Only a native of Murmeria, born and bred to the meanderings of stair and walkway, could guide the stranger to his destination, and only glimmer, providing light at every level and the strength to withstand the immense pressure in the lower reaches, could have made this remarkable city possible.

Within the topmost turret of one of the highest towers there existed a circular room, its curved dimensions hidden by an amazing clutter of objects, arcane and exotic; crystals, clocks, lamps, weapons, musical instruments, armour, hats, cloaks, brooms; books on shelves and in piles, large, small, plain bound and leather ornate; furniture, chests, wardrobes, stools, dressers, tables and chairs; and creatures, some familiar and caged, mice and squirrels, and others unusual and free; blood frogs, tree slugs, sabre tarantulas, brown bats - the debris of their living and dying was all around; dried faeces and decaying food littered the floor, the furniture, everywhere with one remarkable exception: no droppings, no urine stains, marked the books which, despite their haphazard and random distribution, remained clean and unspoiled amongst the chaos.

The most disquieting objects in this sanctum were the containers to be found on the floor and stacked on tables and shelves in one corner of the room. At first glance they did not appear remarkable - curious perhaps that so many large jars and pots were to be found together, they could hardly be used for cooking for there were hundreds of them and no sign of any other kitchen equipment - but a closer examination of their content would be more revealing. Body parts, animal and human; eyeballs in trays staring without sight at the onlooker, ears cocked listening without hearing, livers and kidneys swimming in murky dark liquid, bloodless hearts pulsing of their own accord, severed limbs and extremities floating in formaldehyde. Then there were boxes of teeth - molar, incisor and fang - long and sharp pointed, short and squat, cutters and grinders; mounds of hair clippings, coarse and fine, head and body, black and blond; piles of clippings, nail and hoof, claw and horn; and heaps of bones; large and small, twisted and straight, some still with the remnants of flesh clinging to them.

None of this, though horrible in itself, was sufficient preparation for what moved in the large glass containers stacked against one wall. They were difficult to see in the deep shadow cast by the crowded tables, but a close inspection would reveal an opaque liquid of variable density, fluctuating between the glutinous and the watery, so that some parts of it were easier to see through than others, allowing the occasional tantalising hint of movement beyond. Sometimes sounds could become discernible beyond the cacophony created by the menagerie in the wider room, splashes and gurgles, hardly heard at first, but carrying the hint of the obscene which grew stronger as the liquid parted and the observer became the observed.

These were the vats in which the greatest perversion of glimmer was practised, using organic materials to create biological monsters, creatures outside their nature manufactured from sperm and egg, but fused animal and human genetic material to create hybrids grown quickly on a rich diet of the organic materials piled about them.

The whole was the inner sanctum, the very private study of Vannood, and the creatures scurrying about the floor were the means he used to guard the darkest of secrets. There was nothing magical about his pets, but they all had one thing in common, a means of bestowing death upon the unwary. The blood frogs spat acid, a corrosive, bitter fluid that spread corruption as it burned, liquefying flesh ready to be sucked. The tree slugs, shapeless squashy lumps half a yard long, were slow and slimy but deceptive. Their gross bodies hid a telescopic tail one touch of which induced a deep and long lasting unconsciousness, so profound that the victim did not notice the predators feasting on his body until it was too late. The sabre tarantulas had a sting that had evolved into a cutting instrument, a razor sharp, chitin scalpel that could carve living flesh to the bone in an instant. Finally, there were the brown bats, their bite the worst of all, for their saliva did not kill, it changed. The caged mice and squirrels revealed their difference when their mouths opened, a violent variety of teeth both cutting and grinding, an immensity of ivory incisors, a myriad of molars, for these were scavengers, released once in a while to cleanse the study of bone, blood and shit.

Vannood sat in a massive oaken chair before a large unglazed window watching the sun going down behind the lower turrets, and pondered on the problems which beset him. Although his tower rose above all others, he did not rule over the granite city. The Lord Protector, Kalanuth the fifteenth, was King of Murmeria and of the land of Artura. To the east and west were other countries, other civilisations, the Taluan, the Myerians and the Bengalis, but great though their lands were, through the Binding they all acknowledged the primacy of the Lord Protector. Even to the south, where six separate nomadic tribes hunted the buffalo and moved their tents across great fertile plains, Kalanuth’s name was known and respected. The world of Camborne was at peace and prospering, a fact that was a constant irritation to the sorcerer.

He had done his best to foment rebellion, encouraging Macca the younger brother of Pauli, heir to the Lord Protector’s crown, to squabble with his sibling over who had the prior right to the throne. He had exploited the boy’s natural jealousy and fed resentment until it became all-encompassing, building upon Macca’s ambition to become king until he could think of little else. He had encouraged him in the obsession that for the kingdom to remain strong he would have to take control, take power, whatever the rules of first-born inheritance. But that plan had come to nothing after the brothers had fought, not at the head of rival factions rushing the land toward civil war, but hand to hand one dark night, the outcome being the death of Macca and the banishment of Pauli.

He had also visited the Sultan of Talu in his dreams, feeding ambition with thoughts of conquest and glory. His plan had been to encourage the invasion of Artura - the Taluans had a standing army of many thousands - but again he was thwarted as the feeble old man became besotted with delusions of invincibility. His grip upon reality slipping, his elder son and heir, Prince Hyron, had rebelled and cut the Sultan’s throat while he slept. He quarrelled with his brother Shilathon over who should become ruler, and Talu was now in the grip of its own civil war. Similar attempts by stealth and glimmer to foment resentment and rebellion within the lands of Myeria and Bengali had also come to nothing.

Vannood sighed; it was as though some secret power was conspiring against him. Despite his best endeavours the most powerful glimmerman in the world had failed, and worse, may have incurred the mighty Kalanuth’s suspicions that he was behind the frequent attempts to cause trouble. He knew the city was full of rumours about his activities; he fraternised with no-one but his servants brought him the tales that were abroad. They had him committing every crime from souring the milk to the breeding of monsters. Perhaps it was those stories that had precipitated the summons embossed with the seal of the Protector that now lay before him on the table.

The Lord and Protector commands and requires that 
Vannood, Mage and scholar of the topmost tower, 
attend in the Great Hall this eve at dusk


The sorcerer cursed under his breath. There was no evidence to connect him to recent events, but he knew that was not enough. Kalanuth did not need proof. If he concluded that Vannood was a threat to the kingdom he would act without mercy and, despite the power of glimmer, he knew that he was no match for the Lord Protector in open contest.


 A thousand years before, Camborne had been a world torn by conflict. Rogue mages roamed the land, milking the glimmer, forcing men and women to their will, destroying and corrupting as they fought one another for supremacy. True glimmermen were few in number and the land was over run with charlatans and tricksters trading on fear and selling quack magics. Lawlessness abounded, thievery and murder were commonplace, and evil prospered. At this time was born Calariel, the son of poor peasants in Artura. He had a powerful intellect and a natural glimmer talent unique in the history of Camborne. Early life forged in him a hatred of poverty and an iron determination to succeed. He had the good fortune to meet with and become apprenticed to Maccalia, the most knowledgeable sorcerer of his time and the author of the Arcadum, the book of glimmer law and a masterpiece that, even today, had pride of place in Vannood’s library. But Calariel’s boyhood ambition, to free the world from oppression, to create a society in which all would prosper and no one would starve, became corrupted by the very power that made such things possible.

As a young man in his twenties, the apprentice had focused all his energies, all his efforts, upon his studies. For a decade he honed his glimmer sense until he could see through solid rock, cause mountains to shake, create bread from grass and transmute lead into gold. In all his labours, he worked to gain control over the physical until, one day, a chance remark encouraged him to use his skill to explore the mind of a peasant. Control over human beings, the bending of others to his will, was late discovered, but once attempted soon mastered.

An evil fortune meant that Maccalia was far away in another land when at last the key to manipulating minds was stumbled upon. A mature hand to guide him might have saved Calariel, helped him to develop the strength to handle such power with sensitivity, with respect. Sexual desire, long dormant, exploded into life. A short, misshapen lad, marked by poverty in childhood, face pockmarked, and tongue tied by isolation and set apart by obsession, few women would consider him a suitable companion or lover. Affection would have saved him, lust and rejection eroded goodness, created evil. With glimmer, all became available; daughter, wife, mother, virgin, whore, young, old, voluptuous, boyish, all came at his command. And while those compelled to his bed lacked a certain spontaneity, the young man knew no better.

Aftermath hastened his descent into evil; horrified maids killed themselves, angry husbands and grieving fathers were destroyed for seeking revenge, children were orphaned and homes wrecked. Tales of his foolish excesses became widespread - stories of destruction, injustice and hurt which at last came to the ears of Maccalia.

The old wizard had been proud of his protégé. Certain that the talent which Calariel displayed could be developed and used for good to shape the glimmer, perhaps to create a Council which would establish disciplines and controls over its use and so ensure that its properties would be used in the interests of humankind. Horrified at what he heard, he hastened to return to Artura. But the confrontation that he had planned, the saving of his young apprentice, was not to be. Calariel, who by then far surpassed Maccalia’s powers, saw him coming from a distance, conjured a magic greater than Camborne had ever before seen, and destroyed his master together with a large part of the surrounding countryside.

After mageicide, descent into evil was assured.

However, it often happens that good comes from ill. In subjugating the world to his will, he destroyed many lesser evils about the land, and by creating the greatest ward ever known before or since, he gave to himself and to those who came after him protection from the power of glimmer; immunity from any spell, enchantment, mind manipulation or death chant. More than this, he created an ethereal mirror, reflection armour that would cause the conjuring of any hurt toward him or his to be bounced back upon the assailant. This protection encompassed all who later occupied the throne of the Lord Protector; together with those the king determined should enjoy such immunity. The power was locked into a blood red stone of unknown origin set in a ring that became known as the seal of Calariel, and which a thousand years later Kalanuth wore on his right hand. It was the foundation of the pact that had restored stability to the Camborne after the sorcerer had vanished, and it still constrained the ability of any glimmerman to challenge stability and order.

Thus Vannood feared as well as hated his sovereign, who could demand the bended knee from the most powerful of mages. Beyond that, for the Lord Protector was still a man and had the vulnerabilities of a man, physical attack might be possible. But such an assault would first have to take out the Elite Guard, incorruptible and equally protected from his powers, and the sorcerer feared that the creation of a force within Artura able to destroy the Guard would be discovered long before it could be put into action.

The glimmerman continued to plot and scheme, but always in the dark, at one remove through mind manipulation or the use of others, and always he failed.


 The governance of Artura was managed through the division of the land into four quadrants, each of which was ruled by a Principal responsible to the Lord Protector. Although the population was small, a million or so in total, it was stable; contraception through herbal means was universal and one hundred percent effective. The economy was agrarian and, despite its limited numbers, the population widely dispersed. There was a nobility of sorts, stability for hundreds of years had created traditions and a hierarchy based upon ancestry and wealth, but given the concentration of effective power, it had little influence. This was in sharp contrast to the countries on Artura’s borders where social stratification had been taken to a fine art. Such class structure as there was existed at three levels; there were the bureaucrats, the Principals and their officers - those responsible for collecting taxes, there were the affluent, merchants in the main though there were a few wealthy landowners, and there were the mass of people, craftsmen, shopkeepers, labourers, peasant farmers and the like whose life was much the same as in any mediaeval society.

There were also those who could milk the glimmer - too few to be characterised as a class - with abilities which could range from one simple skill such as the magical moulding of wood to the complex application of matter manipulation to conjure a banquet for fifty. The Murmerian sorcerers, with the notable exception of Vannood, were loosely organised within the Glimmer Council; a society which licensed the dissemination of magical knowledge and sought to control its outcomes. It was their responsibility to maintain the city that, without the regular renewal of glimmer support, would collapse in upon itself under its own weight. There had once been glimmer councils in each of the capital cities of the four countries that existed north of the Trigarer Mountains. They had been established as an aid to the balance, an equalisation between the power of the Lord Protector and the practice of glimmer lore, though over time the others had disappeared and been forgotten.

The Principals of the four quadrants had responsibility for the resolution of grievances and the dispensing of justice, a lengthy and time consuming business. The rules of the Lord Protector were strictly enforced, but his agents were themselves subject to the law, and every citizen had the right of appeal to Kalanuth. Many a tax collector, though few in recent years, had been executed for abusing his position, a circumstance that encouraged both the Principals and their appointees not to exceed their powers. Not that complaining to the King was an easy option. If the appellant was proved to have been trying to evade his civic responsibilities the punishment could be harsh. It was not unknown for the Lord Protector to pass sentence of death upon the convicted seeking to get their punishment reduced. Nonetheless, the system had withstood the test of time. Kalanuth’s rule was absolute, but the checks and balances of tradition prevented excess, and no man could be punished for speaking his mind, only the penalties for sedition curbed the tongues of the unruly.

The most powerful men close to the King were the Chancellor, Lord Pariman, a native of Tendara in the Northern quadrant; the Priest Protector, Bishop Boludar; Commander Danlo Den responsible for the Elite Guard, the nearest thing to a standing army which existed in Artura; and the Mage Protector, the venerable Tandariel. These men were the Lord Protector’s advisors, his confidants and his friends, and all four enjoyed the protection against glimmer conferred by Calariel’s seal. There were few women of any significance at Court, and none with the ear of Kalanuth. The King had shunned female companionship since the death of his Queen ten years before.

Lord Pariman was responsible for the management of the Arturan economy. He had been long at the Court of the Lord Protector, serving Iskalan, the father of the current king, for two decades before his death. His once powerful physique was shrunk and twisted and he walked with difficulty, on bad days two young apprentices had to carry him in a sedan chair, yet his mind was still sharp despite his many years. There was considerable trade with the other three settled nations on Camborne, much of it managed by barter, and many came to negotiate with this frizzled old man, with an enormous cloud of gossamer fine white hair, tangled beard and rheumy eyes, expecting a bargain and receiving no quarter.

Bishop Boludar was a Friar Tuck of a priest, multi chinned and red faced, his tonsured head fringed with straight black hair, pudding basin cut, all set upon a body so overblown it was almost round. It was rumoured that he had once tripped and fallen, and that it had taken three lads an hour to right him. The Priest Protector was head of holy church, presiding over an uneasy religion that combined belief in a single benevolent deity, the glimmer source, with the semi Godhead, the Lord Protector. The division between religion and crown was in part ceremonial, although marked by the King’s ability to negate the power of glimmer. The church, more than any other institution, represented and maintained the principle of the Binding; the pact agreed by the northern countries of the Camborne a thousand years before after more than a decade of bloodshed and war.

Commander Danlo Den, the youngest of Kalanuth’s advisors, was in his late forties. He was a short stocky man, heavily muscled and powerful, the champion arm wrestler of Murmeria and a master of both short sword and sabre. His face was unmemorable, apart from two dominating characteristics which guaranteed that the casual observer would not notice anything else. First, he had one of the ugliest scars ever to grace a cheek, a jagged, blood red band commencing from an indentation in his left temple so deep as to be shadowed in the brightest of sunlight, and second, he favoured a shaven head apart from a single platted tail which hung to the shoulder from just above his right ear. This was after the style of his father, who came from the Attali Indian tribe of the southern plains. He still honoured his origins despite a fanatical devotion to Kalanuth.

There had been little for Danlo Den to do other than to participate in ceremonial duties of late, and he, perhaps the only one of the Lord Protector’s friends, hankered after the odd battle, the occasional war, to add some spice to life.

The fourth advisor to Kalanuth, and the man whose day-to-day responsibilities were least onerous, was the Mage Protector, Tandariel. Another old man, but one whose mental faculties had not stood the test of time as successfully as the Lord Pariman, he and his apprentices provided and maintained the creature comforts for the King and his Court. Through the use of glimmer he maintained an image of youth. His hair was blonde, his body through illusion appeared hale and fit, and his features handsome although, as many a maid could attest, it was all appearance and no substance. At one time the Lord Protector’s glimmerman was there to warn of rogue mages, to counter where the use of Calariel’s seal would have been overkill, and to guard against any foreign sorcerer’s attempt to destabilise the land, but it had been so many years since there had been any threat that these responsibilities were long forgotten; which was unfortunate given the ambitions of Vannood.

One day in each week, except during festivals, the Lord Protector would hold open court in the Great Hall. It was on these occasions that he would dispense justice, as well as receiving visiting dignitaries, important merchants, petty nobles and the diplomatic representatives of Talu, Myeria and Bengali. This was the open face of government in the land of Artura, although not the place where significant business was conducted.

On this particular day the court had been in session since early morning. Much of the time had been spent listening to evidence and considering a complicated wrangle about the ownership of a sizeable acreage of prime forest, a squabble between two nobles from the north quadrant that the local Principal had been unable to resolve. The main participants became so incensed with the injustice of the other’s case that they lost their tempers and forgot themselves; two middle aged, pot bellied, greedy males reduced to brawling in front of the Lord Protector. Once the guards had separated the combatants Kalanuth, as he sometimes did when reduced to exasperation, declared a Solomon judgement. He summoned the heirs of the two men, demanded to know if they would accept an even split of the land in contention, in a voice which nobody but a complete idiot would have questioned. Once the youths had nervously indicated their assent, he announced that henceforth they jointly owned the property and ordered that their fathers, the complainants, be removed from the court and beheaded. This had the remarkable effect of half emptying the Great Hall as many of those waiting their turn decided to drop their complaints, and the rest of the day passed peacefully.

The Lord Protector was a big man in every way, heavy set with a physical presence that reinforced the authority that came from his office. But he had been king for forty years and, although coming to the throne young, age and the responsibility of maintaining peace and prosperity in the land had carved deep lines in his face. Clean shaven, fierce faced with deep set eyes and a long, sharp edged nose which was his most prominent feature, he affected shoulder length hair, much of it grey and streaked with white. The king wielded absolute control over Artura, but that power was constrained by the most venerable and hallowed of traditions. The weight of many precedents controlled its exercise and precluded excess. Some Lord Protectors had been weaker than others; some indulging the senses, others coveting possessions, but their power was based upon a negative, the absence of glimmer sensitivity, and as such provided its own limitations.

The issue of Vannood was a case in point. There was no shortage of rumours about the sorcerer’s habits, yet nobody had come forward to complain about his misuse of glimmer. The man was powerful and remained outside the disciplines of the Glimmer Council, but he was also an enigma. The Lord Protector could not act without proof for in so doing he would risk disturbing the uneasy balance that existed between those who were glimmer aware and the mass of the population who possessed no magical ability. No evidence existed to link the mage with the quarrel between Macca and Pauli, but suspicions remained. It had been so out of character for the boys to fight in that way. Immunity from glimmer had been their birthright, a circumstance that seemed to preclude Vannood and which, despite his grief, had caused Kalanuth to stay his hand. Yet news from other lands also hinted at some dark force influencing events. The Sultan of Talu’s sudden delusions and consequent death, the deterioration of an old man maybe, but also a good friend for many years, seemed so out of character. Other circumstances, sudden riots, isolated examples of xenophobia, a series of assassinations in Myeria which had destabilised the government of that land for a time, all hinted at some evil agency at work. Without proof the Lord Protector could not destroy the mage; he had the power but the weight of tradition prevented its use. The balance of justice had to be preserved to protect the realm. An unjustified attack upon glimmer would incur the enmity of the Glimmer Council, and the power of their members created many a luxury in Camborne. They would have powerful allies in any subsequent conflict. Nonetheless, there were things he could do without rocking the kingdom and a warning was overdue; in the unlikely event that Vannood had nothing to do with recent events, it would do no harm to remind such a powerful glimmerman of Kalanuth’s pre-eminence.

Darkness was falling and the Mage Protector caused light to appear, brighter by far than the oil lamps already lit, as befitted the need to banish all shadows from a chamber devoted to the exercise of justice. The Great Hall was almost empty; the only remaining business before supper was the admonishment of Vannood. The last supplicants were ushered away and the glimmerman, kept waiting in an anteroom for almost an hour, was summoned before the Lord Protector. The King was flanked on both sides by his chief advisors, and at regular intervals along the wall stood a guard, fully armed and motionless. At the entrance to the Great Hall, Lieutenant Mika Milian, second in command in the Elite Guard stood to attention, while at the private exit behind the throne, Commander Danlo Den waited, unseen and listening. The bright mage glow burned its remorseless light into every corner of the massive room.

Vannood struggled to keep his composure as he was ushered before Kalanuth. The deep emotion demanding to be expressed was not fear, but humiliation tinged with anger. That he, the foremost glimmerman in the kingdom, should be treated thus, as a commoner, a peasant, was almost more than he could bear. His overarching pride threatened to rise up and choke him to death, there and then. Somehow he held his peace, curbing with iron will the natural excesses of temperament. The reality was bile in his throat. He was powerless for all present were immune to the glimmer.

The Lord Chancellor struck the iron-shod end of his staff three times upon the stone flag.

“Vannood, you are summoned before your lord and master, the mighty Lord Protector, to account for your recent behaviour. What say you?”

The glimmerman almost burst out that he had nothing to do with the quarrel between Pauli and Macca, that there was no proof of any connection between him and the Lord Protector’s sons, but something, a hint, a question in the eyes of Pariman, gave him pause. Was this a trap within a trap? There were a thousand potential offences with which he could be charged. He had always kept his manipulations secret, but people sometimes talked. However, the management of death or control of minds was not obvious when one used the glimmer, and the King could not bestow immunity on all his subjects. Even if it were practical, the Glimmer Council would not allow it. However, something had surfaced which, if it were not sedition, could be almost anything.

“Lord Protector.” He went down on one knee. “I do not know of what I am accused. How can I answer if I know not how I have offended? I can only say that I am innocent of any intentional hurt.”

Kalanuth did not speak. He nodded to his Chancellor.

“It is known that on the first of the month last you caused the death of Tomas Bakunan at the Red Eye Tavern by striking him down with a fire bolt.”

“But he was a thief,” protested Vannood; thunderstruck that this was all he faced. He had almost forgotten the illdressed villain whom he had fried as a jest and to entertain and frighten the patrons of the Tavern. “He tried to steal my purse and deserved to die.”

The King spoke for the first time, leaning forward, his physical presence strong, his voice quiet but forceful.

“That may be so, but it is I who dispense justice in this city. The man was a thief and so you are spared death. But he had a family and they deserve recompense. You are fined one hundred golds and, since that is no hardship to a sorcerer of your powers, you will also be beaten. I think one thousand lashes will stretch even your power of glimmered recuperation.”

As Vannood was dragged from the Great Hall screaming - he enjoyed inflicting agony upon others but the thought that he was to experience extreme pain himself was terrifying - the Lord Protector watched him go without expression. The glimmerman would be sore for many a long night to come, and would learn from the scars on his back that Kalanuth had the power of life and death over him.

In another place, as he was whipped unconscious, anger rose to supplant both fear and pain. The priest king had misjudged his adversary. Immunity to glimmer had made him contemptuous of its powers. Vannood swore vengeance, even as the breath was forced from him in a series of shuddering agonies. Unbidden, his skill surfaced to heal as the lash broke the skin; arrogance demonstrated immunity, but his stamina was not endless and the whip continued to lash.

He endured. This punishment would not decide the outcome, but it had reinforced his determination to seek beyond the Void for the means to destroy the Lord Protector and all that was his.




CHAPTER FIVE

White Lady

The Victorian was one of those overflow hotels that have mushroomed within a ten mile radius of Heathrow Airport. As the name implied, it favoured a nineteenth century theme. Gothic in appearance, concrete masquerading as stone, fake inglenooks graced with synthetic log fires and mock four poster beds, it claimed the very best in comfort; international cuisine in four restaurants, leisure centre with Olympic swimming pool, and no fewer than eight conference rooms, the largest of which could seat over two thousand delegates theatre style. This twelve hundred bed, ten storey monstrosity had been erected in the midst of residential Greenford, reflecting the unintended consequences of a greedy local councillor and the government’s loosening of planning laws which the local inhabitants were ungracious enough not to appreciate.

The size of the site, a former light engineering factory, had enabled considerable landscaping beyond the immense car park, with gardens and fountains mitigating the overall impact, although its marketing as a stopping place for international travellers meant that the Victorian never slept. The main bar/restaurant remained open through the night, the desk was manned twenty-four hours a day, and the staff were required to work inconvenient shifts without premium payment. The hotel’s owners had calculated that if they could attract a tiny fraction of the passengers through London’s first airport that would represent some thousands of additional bed nights at premium prices to supplement the conference trade.

As a result, there was movement about the forecourt regardless of the time of day or year, and this early morning was no exception, although the reason for the current activity was one that the hotel would have preferred not to experience. A demonstration was in progress, a meeting that was developing the characteristics of a mass protest as more and more people appeared out of the dark to join the crowd. A dozen or so policemen stood about, pacing, stamping, and flapping their arms to keep warm as they awaited events. To one side, the hotel lights were supplemented by halogens set up by a TV crew. It had stopped snowing and, although the ambient temperature was well below freezing, many feet had turned the uncleared snow to slush. The protest was orderly and the participants were for the most part middle aged and respectable.

By five thirty am the crowd had grown and, after a whispered conversation, the senior police officer present had called for re-enforcements

There was also a great deal more noise. The air of expectancy almost imperceptible an hour ago had thickened. There were three TV crews in evidence, and a number of reporters had begun talking to individuals in the crowd - looking for the small sprinkling of celebrities and politicians that such an event attracts. A BBC radio car, sprouting antennae and dishes, parked behind the police Transit.

On to this stage marched the British Party, the Union Jack waved angrily at their head. There were perhaps fifty of them marching in tune to a chant, a sound at first heard only faintly above the murmur of the crowd, and then loudly as they turned the corner toward the hotel.

“Bugger Bartlett, chop ‘is head off.... KILL THE BITCH! and send them back.”

Two policemen were standing in the main reception area, watching events through the glass doors. As the British Party contingent, braces, Doc Martens and shaven heads, came into view and the sound of their shouts became audible, Martin Mason, a uniformed inspector and the senior officer present, clutched at his sergeant. Twenty-eight, a graduate entrant, putting in his compulsory bit at the sharp end before moving on to higher things, for the first time he began to feel that this situation might get out of hand.

“Bloody back-up, Bill,” he muttered unconsciously mimicking the B. P.’s alliteration. “Get on the blower; I have a feeling we are going to need something a bit heavier than a few truncheons.”

Outside, the heavy brigade continued to chant, and the crowd continued to swell.


 On the fifth floor of the Victoria, the noise of the demonstration had long ago muted into the background, but the chanting of the British Party contingent destroyed the fragile confidence already shaken after the shock of hearing about the first protestors.

Jonathan Bartlett stood amongst the baggage ready to be taken down and looked white lipped at Menaka. As usual, he wanted her to reassure him, she thought, and then realised with a shock that it was all of twenty years since she had last seen that look.

“Don’t worry Jono,” she said, crossing the room and taking his hands in hers. “In a few hours we will be in Delhi and all this will be behind you.”

“You really think so?” Bartlett pleaded, seeking further reassurance. She responded by moving closer to him and folding him into her arms. It was easy to slip back into the relationship that had been torn apart so long ago. Jonathan had not changed at all. Beneath the public nonsense, the psychoanalysis, the pseudo remorse, he was still her Jono, the boy/woman/man who murdered and needed. He appeared such a simple soul - charming, open, and innocent even. It was difficult, even after all these years, to understand how he had been found guilty. Somehow the jury had seen beyond the obvious, had found out the person within. Some would have thought, ‘monster’, but he had always needed his Mena, had loved her in his way, and she had always accepted him for what he was. He should not have been convicted. The evidence was circumstantial and nothing more, the dead victims could not speak. Such a long time apart; and now they were both middle aged, growing old, and Menaka ached for vengeance on this land, knowing that was impossible.

Jonathan Bartlett did not look like anybody’s idea of a multiple killer. No one at first meeting could fail to be impressed by the sense of gentleness - a kind of fastidious femininity - that emanated from him. Even his transvestism had been less a disguise, more an expression of the absence of testosterone. His skin had remained soft; he still only shaved the down on his chin once a week. Baby face, with gentle swells to cheek and neck emphasising the androgynous character; cupid lips full and red, a parody of woman; ocean deep, green blue eyes, prone to watering under tension; it was only his size which stopped him, even in his forties, from passing for an innocent girl.

Bartlett was half Asian, fathered by a Sikh in exile in a short-lived liaison with an English woman. His adoption of a British name was both sensible, since his father had died shortly after his birth, and a reflection of his mother’s desperate desire to wipe out her Asian connection. In adolescence, shame had turned to pride, and since that time in his heart he had always thought of himself as Joginder Singh Parmar, the name his grandfather had given him. Jonathan had met Menaka Devi in the Punjab when staying with his father’s family. Effeminate, ridiculed by some for his inability to grow a beard, something deep inside the two youngsters bonded; it was beyond sex, an affinity of character. She was such a strong personality, yet swamped in his need. Sixteen when she first saw him, Menaka was one of those amazingly beautiful Indian women, fine Aryan features, dark Calcutta skin, long, long, glossy black hair, and a figure that ached to be unwound from a sari. They never had sex. The need that they shared had little to do with heterosexual love. When they met, Bartlett was in his late teens, impressionable, desperate to find a home that had meaning for him, with a rottenness at the core of his being that had existed since birth. Before he discovered Sikhism, the dream of Khalistan, he had already murdered twice, torturing the weak for the pleasure of watching their pain, but that had been a secret, unspoken thing, hidden away and done in the night. Menaka was the only person he had ever shared that knowledge with. In her own way, though she did not commit the act, she was as much of a monster as he was.

Until he had visited India, he had been a killer without justification. But the Sikh desire for a homeland gave him a cause and fellow extremists to join in exterminating those who opposed it. It was this romantic link with his father that gave focus to the obscenities he enjoyed.

Bartlett returned to England, his mission to raise funds for the fight to establish a separate Sikh state. He had joined the most fanatical of the groups dedicated to create Khalistan, the followers of Banda Singh, namesake of the hero who had once placed the whole of the Punjab under Sikh control. With him, now renamed Joginder Singh Parmar, came three others, Harchand Singh Joha and Inderjit Singh Longowal - blood fighters long rejecting the constitutional aims of the Akali Dal - and Menaka Devi, a young Hindu rejecting her family, knowing his true nature, and responding to it.

The team had progressed from asking for support to threatening a number of the wealthy Indians who lived in London and Birmingham, and then to blackmail, kidnapping, torture and murder. Eventually, the Sikh warriors ceased to disguise their contempt for the effeminate Englishman. Their natural respect for his father’s family had been eroded by his cowardice and his taste for inflicting pain on the weak. They were contemptuous of the young man, his unmanly behaviour, the fact that he was only half Sikh, and his encouragement to the Hindu woman hanger on. Shortly afterwards, Joha and Longowal were drugged, subjected to extreme pain, and disembowelled; crimes that were never laid at Bartlett’s door.

Their deaths were used in evidence at his trial, proof of a secret war, no quarter given, to mitigate his excesses.

Once the Sikhs had gone, the pretence of a cause was abandoned together with the name of Joginder Singh Parmar. Jono and Mena embarked upon a wild, roller coaster blood ride. The targets were Asian and mostly young men; the motive not sex but pain. She had never known him express or demonstrate any sexual interest either in her or their victims. His desire to dress as a woman, sensationalised by the press giving him the epithet ‘White Lady’, came more from his pleasure in soft fabrics and loose skirts than the tricking of victims. Their method was simple, Menaka Devi seduced the target and Jonathan Bartlett attacked them while they were in coitus and close to orgasm. The White Lady was weak physically and it was a safe way of catching the young man of guard and beating him unconscious. They both enjoyed that seminal moment when the victim realised that he was under attack. The look of horror in her lover’s eyes as Jono hit him never failed to bring Mena to climax. It was almost better than the torture that followed, the slow destruction of the mind by physical means before death.

They were caught. The increasing frequency of action made that inevitable. He was charged with eight murders; there were many more but neither she nor Jono were talking. The trial exposed only partial truth. Political motives became confused with reality. Bartlett took most of the blame and half the publicity. Menaka was presented as the foolish woman, the infatuated dupe of a master terrorist. She was sentenced to ten years; he got thirty. Now they were out of prison, though the chanting from below suggested that they were not yet free.

The phone rang, making them both jump. They looked at each other and he said, “Aren’t you going to answer it?” She nodded, and walking between the single beds picked up the receiver. He followed, his behaviour anxious, uncertain, sweat beading his doll like features.

There was a murmured conversation. Bartlett became more agitated.

“What’s going on? Mena, what are we going to do?”

She set the telephone down. “Don’t worry, Jono. That was the authorities. They are arranging for us to leave the hotel by a back exit.”

“Bloody policemen.” He punched his fist into the palm of his left hand repeatedly. There was a hidden aggression here, unsurprising to a stranger, given his record, very worrying to Devi. He had never shown anger in their life before, emotion yes, fear, excitement, but never aggression. Even when he beat or tortured the helpless, it was done clinically, dispassionately. Twenty years in prison had changed him.

There was a knock on the door. Menaka, it had always been she who took the initiative in such matters and that had not changed after two decades, crossed the room and listened for a moment. “Who is it?” She asked.

“Police, madam,”

She opened the door carefully. Two men stood there, both in plain clothes. One short, thin lipped, blue eyed, the other large, bursting out of his suit, with a battered, prizefighter face.

The small man spoke. “We haven’t much time. We’ll get you and Mr Bartlett out of the hotel through the service entrance.” She noticed that his accent was Irish; in New York it might have been expected, in London it was unusual.

“What about the luggage?” Jonathan questioned behind her.

“Don’t worry, sir, we can carry the cases.”

The Irishman led the way. The big man, silent, carried the three cases and came last. The small party were taken past the fire doors leading to the main staircase and through an unmarked door at the end of the corridor. Behind them the muted roar of the crowd, which had softened further as they had progressed along the corridor, rose to a roar. Distant cries, shouts, became distinct; something was happening five floors below. Jono clutched at Menaka; he was shaking with fear.

The policeman was pushing them. “Get in the service lift, hurry!” Unquestioning, the four of them, luggage piled on luggage, crowded in to the small space and began a jolting descent. The noise of the electric mechanism shut out the mob roar.

“We haven’t paid our bill,” Devi said, worried at the thought of having to check out.

The Irishman chuckled, a sound that grated in the tension of the moment. “That’s the last thing on the mind of the hotel management right now.” He laughed again, and his burly companion joined in. Suddenly, they did not sound like policemen at all.

The lift stopped and the doors opened. They were in an underground laundry room, large wheeled baskets full of soiled sheets, towels, pillowcases stood in rows. The place was deserted, silent, lit only by orange emergency lights.

“Journey’s end, guv,” the big man said. He spoke in an unmistakably South London accent. He reached behind a laundry basket and produced a baseball bat. The Irishman looked at the pathetic pair before him, worried and uncomprehending, and laughed again.

“Somebody is prepared to go to a good deal of trouble to have you killed. I don’t know who, Billy here don’t know who, and we’re just obeying orders.” He laughed for the third time. Bartlett screamed, a high girlish shriek, twisting back toward the lift doors. The big man grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back. Menaka was motionless, recognising the desperate situation they were in, but waiting the right opportunity to try to escape.

“There is one thing I have to do first. It’s part of my instructions, you understand. Nothing personal.” He took from his pocket a photograph of a teenage boy. It was a picture of death; teeth and gums exposed, mouth drawn back in a soundless scream of agony. “One of your little playmates.” He saw the incomprehension in their eyes. “You don’t remember. Well, that doesn’t surprise me. I guess if somebody presented me with pictures of the men I topped twenty years ago, I would have difficulty recognising them. I was hoping you might give me a clue. I would be very interested in learning who signed your death warrant. No matter. We’d better do what we came to do, Billy.”

As he reached down inside a laundry basket, Menaka took her chance, pushing him to one side and running toward the rear of the room. She did not stand a chance. The baseball bat caught her on the rear of the head and the crack of the bone was loud in the silence. Jonathan Bartlett, Joginder Singh Parmar, multiple murderer, torturer of teenagers, had time enough to cry out for help once, an agonised “Mena!” before he too was beaten to the ground.

They were messy deaths, necessary because of the need for them to look like frenzy killings, unpremeditated, driven by hate. Although both men used their clubs at arm’s length, keeping well away from their victims as soon as they ceased to move, both were splattered with blood and brains by the time it was over. No matter, there were plenty of towels around with which to clean up.

The sound of the crowd grew louder as they worked together. The demonstration had reached a critical mass and a mob was being born. The two men noted the increase in noise but maintained their steady pace. The killing had been a job well done, neither man had even broken a sweat as they butchered their victims, and they concentrated on eliminating any evidence that could be traced to them. A few last chores, wipe the clubs, the lift and luggage of fingerprints, weapons thrown into laundry baskets, and the two men ran down the aisle and through swing doors into an underground service bay. Fifty feet away an old Rover SD1, engine idling, was waiting. It was time to go.


 Outside the Victorian’s main entrance and sprawling in through the lobby and the main reception, a mob, mindless, aggressive, roared its hate. A rumour had spread through the crowd, Bartlett and Devi were about to leave, but through another exit. Some people ran toward the rear, trying to surround the hotel and its sprawling buildings, but a group of hard faced young men late joining the main demonstration made a frontal assault, carrying the mass of people with them. The small police contingent tried to stop the riot before it began, but were swamped by the weight of numbers. Screaming, shouting, some triumphant, others terrified, the crowd poured in and through the hotel. The night receptionist, confronted by a mob, saw no reason to risk her neck for a multiple murderer.

“Room 518 on the fifth floor,” she gasped, and the tide poured toward the lifts and the stairs.

Police reinforcements arrived but by then the rioters were everywhere, spilling through the lounge, bars, restaurants, smashing furniture, breaking doors down, and stealing booze. On the residential floors of the hotel the chaos spread. Guests opened doors to find out the source of the noise and were abused and assaulted. Mob mentality had seized the moment. Mild middle class demonstrators raged and fought, skin heads delighted in the mayhem, and the flood of aggression fought its way up to the fifth floor and smashed open the door to room 518.

Dave Quinn stood to one side of the elegant entrance to the Victoria and watched as police vehicles sped at high speed down the short drive, slewed to a halt, and disgorged uniformed young men who disappeared in ever increasing numbers into the hotel. He strolled toward the public street, still dark, walking some way away from the tarmac on the snowy grass. Better to ruin a pair of suedes than trust to some careless kid behind the wheel of a souped up police Discovery.

Away from the Victorian there were still crowds and many vehicles, but these were the curious, the vicarious; onlookers who were no threat and no problem. A hundred yards away, and far enough from the frenzied activity to be unnoticed, Quinn waited at a crossroads. Shortly afterwards a battered Rover stopped just long enough for him to get in to the rear before it accelerated to precisely thirty miles per hour and disappeared in the direction of Central London. It was twenty minutes to seven.


 Earlier, Blacker’s headlong dash into panic was ended as, two streets away he slipped on a patch of ice and, his attempt to remain upright thwarted by stepping on a loose shoelace, plunged into a privet hedge. The sharp crosscut edges were dulled by snow, but the impact forced its way through his numbed brain as nerve endings signalled pain. Left cheek started to burn with memory of the bullet. He realised that he was not dressed for the early hours of a wintry morning and, postponing the moment of decision, did up the top button of his shirt, then stooped and tied the unruly shoelace. The numbness in his fingers communicated the same message, he needed to get out of the cold, and soon.

John’s experience of the law had taught him one simple lesson; avoid the police. But he was beginning to accept that he was into something that transcended the mistrust generated by juvenile crime. He ought to find a telephone, ring the emergency services his reason told him. There was nothing else left to do.

The yellow headlights of a car turning out of a side street illuminated him in a brutal wash of exposure, bringing the fear welling up from inside the dark place where he had hidden it. He threw himself back into the hedge, heedless of sharp edges, desperate to hide. Before the panic could bring him to terror, the car had slipped by and was gone. Reason returned, shamefaced. He struggled out of the privet, even wetter and colder than he had been. Above and ahead of him a light appeared in the bedroom window of the house whose garden he had been trying to invade. It must be later than he thought. In a further step toward reason he looked at his watch. It was almost six thirty a.m. From somewhere in the near distance a noise grew into his consciousness. He began to run once more, stumbling straight toward the entrance to the Victorian Hotel only a hundred yards away.


 The black Rover took a left and then a right, the rear wheels spinning slightly on ice before propelling the big car forward. They were already some distance away from the hotel. Michael Donovan looked at his companions and smiled. It had been a busy but a satisfying night.

Kenny Charton, the driver, concentrated on the slippery road. “Give us a fag then,” he said, his eyes not moving from the windscreen.

“I don’t know why you picked one of these bloody ancient Rovers in conditions like this,” one of the two men in the rear seat grumbled as he lit two cigarettes and passed one across. “The bleeding’ things are as light arsed as a Bermondsey bum boy. In these conditions you’d find it easier to drive the bloody thing in reverse.”

Kenny grunted. A thin, weasel faced man, thin pencil moustache the only distinctive feature, his responsibility was the wheels, and he knew his stuff. The vehicle was his sole decision, and passengers accepted the ride on that basis. Consequently there was no malice in the criticisms being voiced. It was just the garrulousness that came after a hit, when you needed to talk about anything to provide a release for the post-adrenaline tension. Even so, his professional judgement was being questioned and he felt the need to respond.

“Listen Billy, I don’t tell you how to take them out, and you don’t tell me what car to nick. If we need to be quick I’d rather have this car, light back an’ all, than some front wheel drive prick teaser; all grab and no poke.”

Billy grinned. He had been the Irishman’s companion in the Victorian. A big heavy man with the Schwarzenegger physique that came from a dedication to pumping iron and a battered face demonstrating that in the fight game muscles were not everything. Christened with the unfortunate name of John Thomas in the Church of All Saints at Spitalfields, as a child he had developed an intense love affair with the Western, graduating to Mickey Spillane and the gangster movie once he had begun to map out his career in life. The early passion for cowboys had led him to be rechristened Billy the Kid by his mates, once he was old enough to work out that the best way to avoid the unfortunate consequences of his given name was to find another one. He was not a great thinker and teaming up with Mick had given him a sort of security. He liked his job and in his head he was still the hero. He too was hyped on the adrenaline that came from killing.

Donovan wanted conversation. Close up, despite a different haircut and a pallor that emphasised unhealthy skin, he was almost identical to the twin of his dreams. But that was for another time, not now. He felt high, the buzz in the aftermath of action was aphrodisiac, stimulant, and relief from tension, all combined. In the absence of other alternatives he indulged the desire to talk. The Irishman knew it was a mistake to speak about the business in a casual way, but not a dangerous one with pros like Ken, Billy and Dave.

“A good job. Well done, lads.” He began to reminisce. “That first one, they were both so wrapped in blankets you could hardly see them. You should have heard the old cow. She woke, saw me and started to scream but one bullet and it was like turning off a radio. Blacker, on the other hand, he didn’t make a sound. A good way to go. I reckon I did him a favour; from sleep to death without a break.” A thought struck him. There had been someone else in the house. In the excitement of getting over to the Victoria for the scheduled job he had forgotten. There had been a figure in the darkened room; a shadow that he had shot as a reflex action. An untidy loose end tidied away. For a moment he had a fleeting doubt. They should have cased the hit better. He should have ignored that bastard, Brice-Smith. The Englishman was altogether too keen to waste the shop assistant. But it had all seemed so convenient with Wentworth Road close to the Victorian. He should at least have checked Blacker’s body. After a moment’s hesitation he dismissed the thought. Whoever the guy in the living room had been he was dead. Donovan had aimed for the heart and he never missed.

They were driving through Hanwell toward Ealing. It was close to seven a.m. and traffic was starting to build up.

“Kenny, you may be right that this car is magic when you drive it, and I’m happy for you to indulge your nostalgia, but if you’d nicked a more recent model, there might have been a phone to use. Anybody got a mobile?” Nobody had; you did not take personal possessions on a hit. “Pull in as soon as you see a box. I need to make a call.”

Eventually, Donovan found himself a public telephone that accepted cash instead of a card. Stiff fingers fumbled with change before he could feed the machine. The handset was ice cold to his touch.

“The dirty deed is done.” His voice was breathless in the frosty air, but the Irish lilt was strong. “And the other little matter has been taken care of.”

“You bloody fool.” The arrogant clipped tones of Charles Brice-Smith came clearly over the line. “Listen to the news.” There was a click as he disconnected.

“That bloody British bastard,” Donovan cursed. “The wanker!” He had to be a smart arse; was incapable of telling him what was wrong. He ran back to the car. Charton, misinterpreting his haste, was hitting sixty through Ealing Broadway before the Irishman could bring him back to earth.

“Where’s the bloody radio?” He cried after fumbling about under the dash. It appeared that the car was short of a radio as well as without a telephone.

It took them almost an hour to ditch the car and catch a tube to Kenny’s flat in Earls Court. And that meant that it was well after eight a.m. before Donovan discovered that the only body in Blacker’s house, found early that morning by an enterprising passer-by who had noticed the front door wide open, was that of a middle aged woman. The discovery of a bullet-riddled bed would have been given more prominence in the media but for the riot at the Victorian and the beating to death of the ‘White Lady’; the timing of which was giving the tabloid press apoplexy. There had been no mention of Blacker on the BBC but the Irishman, cursing his over confidence in assuming that he could eliminate the shop assistant as a coda to the main event of the morning, began to make arrangements to find him. It should not be difficult. The bloke was a pratt, a nonentity, who needed to be popped off for his own good. His car parked near the office was soon staked out and, although no one was to go near Greenford, the surrounding area would be checked out.

“I’ll get the bastard,” Donovan promised himself. He looked even more like his shadow twin as angry malice glinted in his eyes. The Irishman did not approve of his victims getting up and running away.


 Two hours earlier the riot had erupted into violence as ever growing numbers of police tried to restrain the demonstrators. Mob psychology ruled, and some of the more restrained members of the original protest, horrified by the turn events had taken, became the target for aggression. Following the discovery that Bartlett had gone the crowd rampaged through the hotel, but despite the widening ring of chaos no one had as yet penetrated the underground laundry. Police reinforcements in large numbers arrived at the front of the Victorian, and the more sober protestors decided that it was time to leave. By the time the authorities had cordoned off the grounds many of the participants had gone, apart from a number of thieves still intent upon looting, fifty or so individuals who had been arrested, a number of others in urgent need of first aid, the ubiquitous media, and two as yet undiscovered corpses.

Into the aftermath stumbled John Blacker. He had been encouraged by the sight of flashing blue lights to assume that there would be someone to whom he could report his wife’s murder. But as he crossed the road he was jostled and pushed by people, excited, angry, panicking people. Confused, he held to his original objective and forcing his way through the tide arrived at the turning to the Victorian Hotel. Before him the main drive was clogged with empty vehicles, lights and sirens giving the illusion of a police presence. He stumbled his way through snow-covered flowerbeds toward the main entrance of the hotel which was littered with broken glass and debris. A young man, eyes unseeing, arms full of liquor bottles, pushed roughly past. Another tail ender charged full into him, knocking John sideways through a decorative hedge. Ahead a fight was in progress as two CID officers tried to restrain a group of youths. No uniforms meant that they could have been anybody, and there was no time to produce warrant cards as the yobs waded in. Alarmed at what he was seeing, Blacker ran round the side of the building toward the service access. The quiet of the underground entrance, in contrast with the screams and shouts coming from elsewhere, took him down the ramp. For the moment he needed a haven, peace and quiet to get his head together. Inevitably, he found the doors left open after the bogus policemen’s departure and stumbled into the dimly lit laundry aisle.

He was unaware of where he was, mind still grappling with the death of his wife, the chaos about the Victorian consistent with the surreal world into which he had been thrust. The battered, bloody body of Jonathan Bartlett, which he tripped over, at first seemed at one with previous unreal experiences. He struggled to his feet, dazed, took one step and fell again, this time over the mutilated corpse of Menaka Devi. At first, John remained insulated from the nature of the obstacle until, in an effort to raise himself, he placed one hand across her face. He felt an eyeball slide sideways under his thumb, and he looked down to see it squinting between his fingers. Reality and nightmare struggled with one another in his battered consciousness. Instinct brought him back on his feet and running but, as he reached the lift at the end of the aisle, the doors opened, a hand grasped his shoulder, and another fumbled for his wrist.

The voice was authoritative. “Now then, sir, just hold on a minute!”

In horror, forgetting that he had been looking for a copper, Blacker twisted sideways and, breaking free from the constable, threw himself back toward the underground exit. Despite the shouts behind him, he jumped over the corpses without pausing, through the jammed swing doors and gasping up the ramp straight into the arms of a policeman. This time there was no mistake and no conversation. He was grabbed, frog-marched to the nearest black Transit and bundled inside.


 John spent most of the morning in company with about one hundred and thirty others in the cells at Hanwell Police Station. The sequence of events had been too much for him and he retreated into numb lethargy. For years he had drifted through life, avoiding problems, walking away from confrontation. Nothing in his recent past had prepared him for the night’s events. The shock of his wife’s violent death inured him to the bizarre circumstances of his imprisonment. When he was bundled out of the cell into an interview room, he was still in shock and responded without thinking to the routine questions.

In view of the major media interest that had been roused by the death of the White Lady, the primary objective of the initial police investigation was to establish the movements and contacts of all persons so far apprehended. In order to avoid charges of incompetence, the authorities would have to move fast. No connection had been made between what was already being called the Blacker murder, currently being investigated by the Criminal Investigation Department, and the killings at the Victorian Hotel. Sergeant Paul Harrisson, who took down John’s name and address, could therefore be forgiven for not connecting it with the shooting he had vaguely heard about some hours ago. Blacker, for his part, was still struggling to emerge from his shock-induced trance; reluctant to wake up into the reality from which his mind had been cushioning him.

The policeman had been the duty officer on nights. He had been at the station for over fifteen hours and this was the seventh interview he had conducted that morning. He was very tired and relying on routine to carry him through. When John was unresponsive to the initial questions, the Sergeant, on autopilot, began once more to explain that he wanted to know when he had joined the demonstration.

Blacker did not respond and then began to tremble violently.

“What the hell’s the matter?” Even the policeman’s fatigued brain could register that there was something physically wrong with the man before him. His colleague by the door moved forward.

“He’s in shock, Sarge.”

John forced out one word through his chattering teeth. He knew he had to tell someone what had happened. There was no avoiding it. “Murder!” He spat out the word.

The Sergeant and Constable looked at each other. Those held had been kept segregated. None had been told about the bodies which had not been found until toward the end of the riot. It was inevitable that they both drew the wrong conclusion.

“Get the Inspector,” Harrisson ordered, “and get a cup of tea sent down.

“Now lad,” he continued. “Calm down and tell me in your own words what happened.”

John began to stumble his way through the events of the previous day and last night. The Sergeant’s growing incredulity was swept aside, however, when his superior entered the room. Inspector Henry Martin was fresh, alert, and already knew in some detail what had been discovered at 41 Wentworth Road. An ambitious copper, a uniformed Inspector with nothing but contempt for his scruffy, undisciplined, CID colleagues, he saw an opportunity to put one over on them while dramatically improving his promotion chances at the next review board.

Leaning across the table he barked, “Interview with Sergeant Harrisson terminated at eleven fifty two a.m.,” and turned off the tape recorder. “You piss off,” he continued, “You’re no use to anyone in your state; go and get some kip.” The policeman looked at his boss and got the message; let him work it out he was dead tired and almost happy to leave. It would have been a good collar, but there was no chance now and he resented Martin, knowing that he would get no credit if there were an arrest.

“Right” The Inspector seated himself on the warm seat just vacated by Harrisson. He smiled across the table as he thumbed the tape record button. “Interview with John Blacker recommenced at eleven fifty-eight a.m. Inspector Henry Martin and Constable Jack Moore present.

“Now sir, I want you to explain what happened at 41 Wentworth Road during the early hours of this morning.”

For the next sixty minutes, John was made to relive recent events over and over. He was offered cigarettes that he did not want, and filled with so much stewed sweet tea that his bladder began to hurt. This was the usual technique. In Martin’s judgement Blacker’s story was fantasy. The man had shot his wife and then panicked. He was trying to cover up his guilt. Under pressure, flaws in his story would show. Discrepancies would mount up and he would break down and confess. An effective approach, but dangerous when applied to an innocent man who is obviously guilty.

John had been exposed to the fiercely cold, mid-winter night for several hours without a topcoat and while suffering from shock. He was running a temperature of over a hundred, at significant risk of contracting pneumonia, his bladder was bursting, and he was still suffering from shock and not thinking straight.

“What happened then?” queried Martin for the umpteenth time.

“I fell asleep.”

“You went to bed?”

“Yes.....No....I was downstairs,” he replied; confused, wanting desperately to pee. “Can I go to the toilet?”

“Later! Tell me first what you did with the weapon?” asked the Inspector with calculated cleverness.

“I....,” he hesitated, and then, thinking Martin had meant the poker, “I’m not sure. I....I might have thrown it away.”

Got you, you bastard, the policeman thought. “So you admit you killed her?” He questioned.

“Killed who? ...No! What are you talking about?”

John’s bladder gave way without warning. His crotch was suddenly hot. Strong smelling urine pattered on to the floor.

“Oh, my God,” he cried at this fresh indignity.

The Inspector was convinced that his suspect knew he had been rumbled. He looked at Blacker. Head down, eyes avoiding him, brow covered in sweat. That is why he had wet himself. He had broken the man and the rest would be formality. He switched off the tape and stood up.

“Moore, this wanker’s pissed himself. Get him something to wear, and then get a witness in here and get his confession down. He’ll talk now.”

Martin then did a thoroughly unprofessional thing that blighted his career for a long time thereafter. He followed the Constable out of the interview room, eager to broadcast his achievement, leaving the prisoner alone behind an unlocked door.

John was appalled at himself. Ever since his wife had been killed he had been carried forward by events, unresisting, unresponsive. He was not stupid. He knew exactly what was in the mind of the policeman. This was not the first time he had been interrogated. Once they looked at his record, as soon as they discovered that he had already served time for killing that would be it. Losing control of his bladder had shocked him out of his malaise, perhaps too late. If he did not get out now he was lost.

Blacker forced himself out of the chair. His trousers clung to his wet thighs and buttocks. Frustration at his predicament exploded into action. In a fit of anger he slammed his right fist three times down upon the scarred wooden table until the pain lanced up his arm and cleared the mind fog. Time to stop being a victim and get out of this place.

Departure from the police station was easy. The building was not equipped to cope with hundreds of suspects and, as soon as statements had been taken and names and addresses verified, people were being released. John opened the interview room door carefully but nobody noticed. Outside in the corridor a row of topcoats hung on hooks. He helped himself to a suitably long coat to cover the wet patch and walked through the reception area and out of the main door. By the time Constable Moore had discovered his absence he was on a bus and a mile away. He needed money, and he needed it quickly. They had taken his car keys but the passenger door of the Ford was dodgy. He knew how to lever it open, and Blacker knew that his chequebook and credit cards were sitting in the glove compartment. Mary had often told him he was stupid, that they would end up stolen, but her nagging had made their resting place a point of principle, and now it could be good fortune. John knew that the authorities would soon identify the registration number of his car, but if he moved fast then the immediate need for money could be satisfied. He would lie up in a small hotel after buying some trousers, and consider what to do next.

Blacker carefully avoided the abyss of the longer term, he was starting to think coherently, and for now that was sufficient.




CHAPTER SIX

Tloce

The drum of hooves across the plain was at first unheard, experienced only through the faint vibration that caused Bela, his pony, to move uneasily. Then a sound began, a faint pounding in the distance, but it soon grew from distant thunder to a roar encompassing and drowning all other noises. The drivers, the braves who had begun the stampede, were left far behind. It was now the responsibility of the hunters to the east to avoid being crushed while picking off stray cows from the flanks of the vast herd; recreated as a single beast moving mindlessly across the plain. Tloce held Bela steady as she grew more nervous. His stomach churned as the pony’s unease communicated itself to him.

In the distance, a growing dust cloud was evidence of the storm approaching, though individual buffalo were still too far away to be picked out. The plain was flat in all directions, featureless apart from the waist high, lyre grass whose roots bound the soil, while its leaves fed the vast herds of grazing herbivores. Although Tloce’s position was not directly in line with the advancing onslaught, there was no natural obstacle to deter the stampede from veering toward him other than his brothers strung out in a line fifty yards apart to the south. He could see Plati and beyond him Karblo, both good men, veterans of a hundred buffalo hunts, and between them Tati, still a boy, a non-man like himself waiting to be blooded.

Tloce had been with the Slianari tribe for almost a year. The Great Chief, Carano, had brought him back from the annual Sunmet, the gathering of the six tribes, which took place every summer solstice. This was the meeting when the Indians came together to resolve disputes, to debate matters of common interest, to compete in games of skill and strength, and to ensure the enforcement of the simple laws of the plains. No one owned the land, there were no borders, such an idea was totally alien, but there were rules designed to prevent warriors squabbling or tribes disagreeing over who might camp or hunt in a particular area.

Sunmet was also an opportunity for young men to find a bride. Honour guards were formed of the unattached males that accompanied the elders to the meeting place. Maidens also joined the caravan to cook, to clean, and to cast the occasional intense eye upon the protectors of other tribes. The six tribes had met this way for a millennium; the Attali, the Chikatena, the Kiroux, the Zagalli, the Hunta and the Slianari. No tribe was more than a few thousand strong and they ensured by this method that there was a constant mixing of the gene pool. Old men talked while braves showed off and girls flirted. By the time the delegations separated and began the journey back to their tribes, there were always strange women in the returning party, and fewer familiar maidens to tend the elders.

Carano, the chief of the Slianari, was by far the oldest of those that gathered at Sunmet. He was pre-eminent amongst the leaders of the plains tribes and carried the honorific ‘Great Chief’. The summers he could remember were endless merging back long before the first of his peers had been borne. He was wise with the wisdom that comes from having experienced all that life had to offer. Desire, greed, envy, had all gone, appetites had faded, eyesight was dim, but mind and memory remained sharp and clear. In the whole of the Slianari tribe, only the Shaman, Messala, was older, and his skills of prediction and feeling for the land complimented his chief’s enduring talents. Together they represented a formidable combination and ensured the pre-eminence of their tribe. Both men were ancient in appearance, but where Carano was heavy set, still big despite his great age, body flabby and covered with coarse white hair, Messala was thin to the point of emaciation. Nothing so much as a collection of bones over which was tight stretched mahogany skin

These two men, more than any others, represented the strength and the independence of the Indian tribes. It was natural that Kalanuth, considering where to send his wayward son, Pauli, would seek out the Great Chief and it was fitting that Carano would offer his help. On their return from the Sunmet they took with them an unexpected addition, Tloce, a word which meant stranger from the North, and a label attached by the Carano’s greatgrand-daughter, Brendra, before they could think of a suitable name. Arriving under the protection of the most powerful men in the tribe, no one asked a direct question of the newcomer, but there was much private speculation. Not that it would have helped anyone if they had questioned Tloce for, as Brendra found out, he spoke no word of the plains dialect, and by the time he became fluent he had become accepted as a part of the Indian world and it would have been impolite to question where no answer was offered.

It was not long before the Great Chief’s daughter was in love with intriguing stranger. Not that Carano would have discouraged such a liaison for he, at least, knew the power which someday Tloce might wield But the relationship never grew beyond the superficial, for the young Arturan had a heavy sorrow buried deep within him, against which even the charms of the beautiful, full breasted, long legged, raven haired Brendra failed.

Nonetheless, the northerner gradually became a part of the tribe, learned the language, honed his fighting skills and discovered how to throw a spear, use a knife, swing an axe and become an effective bowman. To be a brave, however, he had to be blooded, to become a hunter of buffalo; the traditional way that boy became man.

Now was the time. The thunder grew across the plains. There were others that he knew were placed to the north and the south, thirteen and fourteen year olds, much younger but feeling like him, nervous but excited, full of confidence as well as fear. His disadvantage was to be a grown man, someone who had seen and felt death, cursed with too much imagination.

The herd was much nearer. Beneath the dust cloud the lead animals, heads down, could just be discerned; horns horizontal, massive shoulders heaving as their legs pumped, hooves churning the grass and the rich soil. Bela, his pony, shifted her feet, her head pulling at the reins, but she was a part of the plains ecosystem, and deep within her being she knew it. For thousands of years her ancestors had stood their ground against the stampede, run with it, and had been stamped to destruction under it. She was more confident about the outcome than he was.

As the buffalo closed, dust obscured the outer edge of the herd. The hunters to the south were mounting a flank attack, trying to turn the stampede to the right while culling the weak and smaller stragglers wavering at the edge. This was a much more dangerous manoeuvre than the free-riding cull; keeping some distance away from the side of the run while picking off the stray beast with spear or arrow. At first, Tloce could not understand why they chose to risk their lives in forcing the buffalo to the right, and then he began to realise that for reasons unknown the stampede was actually swinging to the left. For a long moment he watched the desperate attempt to turn the tide with fascination, not understanding its implication for him.

The thunder of hooves was deafening, all other sounds drowned in the heavy beat which was vibrating about him. Plati had gone, sucked in to the dust cloud coming toward him. He could see Karblo, the lead hunter, discretion abandoned, spurring his pony away to the east, and there was Tati waving his spear at the buffalo, a fourteen-yearold fool shouting his defiance in the face of death. As Tati turned his mount to face the onslaught something spooked the horse and she reared as he threw, spear vanishing harmlessly over the heads of the herd. A bull burst out of the mass of animals and ran straight at the boy. Still trying to regain control of his bucking mount, Tati realised his danger too late. The buffalo barrelled head on into both rider and pony. In horror, Tloce watched as they disappeared below pounding hooves. There was an arm up-flung, which vanished as flesh and bones were crushed into oblivion, and then the herd was pouring toward him, splitting into two on each side of the bloody obstruction.

There had been no advice about what to do if the stampede turned this way. Tati’s death, however, was a demonstration of what would happen if he failed to react. It was too late to flee to the east. The split caused by the death of Tati and his horse was closing. No time to look for help from any other hunter, he must seek his own salvation. There was only one thing to do, and that was ride like the wind.

Tloce had been a good horseman before coming to the plains. But the Indians loved to ride, and a year bareback had taught him a sense of balance and an empathy with his mount that had taken his ability to another level. It was a skill that would be tested to the full. Not that Bela needed any encouragement. She could see as well as he the danger that was pounding toward them. With a whinny of fear the pony turned at the tug on the reins and ran for their lives.

The horses of the plains had been bred for many generations to improve endurance and strength, but not for speed. The gallant Bela did her best, galloping as fast as she could, heedless of strain on muscle and heart, but it was an uneven race and the leading buffalo inexorably grew closer.

Desperately, Tloce looked for a way of slipping to the side, of escaping the unstoppable express closing upon him, but no opening presented itself. Behind was an endless tide of heaving beasts, a solid wall of animal flesh as far as he could see. Slowly, despite the pony’s desperate efforts - her body slick with sweat as she strained to escape death - the buffalo closed the gap.

Soon there were snorting panting bulls only yards behind them. Looking back he could see their tiny red eyes, could almost taste the steam from their laboured breathing, and smelled the musky animal odour as they came closer.

Tloce did not want to die; but if he had to leave this world it would not be as an anonymous rookie hunter crushed to oblivion beneath the hooves of ten thousand buffalo. He was not a powerful man, had always been more interested in books, in debating, than sports or the art of combat. But the year on the plains had given him a wiry strength to complement the natural dexterity he had always displayed. And much more, though there was little of Kalanuth in his features, fifty generations of Lord Protectors ran in his blood. Whatever their faults they had never been quitters, and he did not intend to give up now.

Not that strength of character was obvious at first acquaintance. Pauli, banished heir to the throne of Artura, was still boyish despite being twenty years old, his face pleasant rather than distinctive, with guileless blue eyes and skin a healthy brown, tanned by the sun and the plains winds. In nothing but a loincloth and moccasins he appeared at a distance as though born to this life. But there was something in the look of the man close to which demanded closer attention; perhaps it was the set of his jaw, strong but not intimidating, or the stance of his body, lithe and supple. He was easy to like, had been quickly accepted by his foster brother braves, and to love, as a number of the young women in the tribe could confirm; but there was, in addition, a depth of character, a quiet confidence, which signalled his lineage more than the cast of his features.

Not that being the get of kings would help him now. The future, that glorious forever that stretched ahead for the young, had narrowed down to seconds. All that was left was thunder and dust, and then tomorrow became an impossibility, for the stampede was all about him. Bela lurched, stumbled, and then ran for her life as the leading beasts hemmed them in. The buffalo were fully a yard higher than the pony and as they came together. Pauli could reach out and touch the sweating hides to each side. Closer still they came until he became locked in a hairy box of heaving animal flesh, to the rear and to the left and to the right, and then to the front, until his vision was restricted in all directions except above where there was a narrow oblong of indifferent blue sky; illusive freedom, near and yet so far away.

The buffalo to his left was so close that his leg had become pinned at the pony’s side. The movement of coarse hair was at first not unpleasant, but as the pace of the stampede outstripped Bela’s labouring gallop, he found himself pulled back as the leg was forced forward. The animal to the right had also closed in on the pony, but it was marginally slower, and he found himself in danger of losing his balance as legs were pulled apart in an awkward split. Then there was a momentary easing of the pressure to the left as the ground’s camber shifted and the buffalo stumbled. With a wrench he freed himself, half rolling on to his side atop the pony’s lurching back as he brought the leg horizontal. There was a muttered half apology as he plonked his foot between Bela’s ears, but she had other things to worry about. A second later he was sitting, thighs closed, legs stretched before him, reins gone, hanging on with all the strength he could muster to handfuls of hair.

Bounced and jolted as the pony laboured to maintain the pace of the herd, all control gone, it could not continue for long. Twice already, a violent lurch had wrested a hand away from its grip on Bela, causing him to push against the buffalo flesh wall alongside to regain balance. And then, for one sickening, heart-stopping moment, his mount stumbled, and he thought the end had come. With a tremendous effort she righted herself, found a semblance of her former rhythm and, held in place by the press of bodies, continued to gallop. Yet within Bela’s gallant heart, Pauli felt the shudder, the hurt that was growing, and knew that the end was not far away.

There was only one mad chance left, one crazy way out that he could attempt; otherwise all that was left was to hope without hope that the mad stampede would spend itself. But the buffalo showed no signs of tiring and the plains ahead were endless. The braves told stories about this mad dash as thousands of animals stampeded. Once begun it could run for hours. Legends told of a hundredmile trail of torn earth left in its wake. Pauli did not believe that any creature could maintain this speed for that distance, but Bela could not last much longer; he was measuring the future in yards, not miles.

Using the animal walls to left and right he tried to stand. This was a foolhardy trick that braves were proud of, showing off in front of the young women, but they would perform upon the broad back of a docile beast stepping slowly, not on top of a pony in terminal gallop. The first impossible task was to get to his feet. The walls of animal flesh to each side, though moving in several directions at once, gave him some purchase against falling off. A single slip and breaking the odd bone as he fell would be the least of his problems. Pauli had one objective in mind, and that was to mount one of the monstrous beasts running them to their deaths.

The simple act of getting his feet under him and then freeing his hands to grab at the bigger animals to each side was impossible. The second time he tried, sweat soaked fingers slipped, failed to purchase, and he fell back, hopelessly compromised, face first upon Bela’s back. It seemed a tribute to whatever deity up above was protecting him that he did not slip down to the churned plain below. But the truth was more prosaic. There was nowhere to slide. Bouncing from one hairy buttock to another, pony back floor still labouring on, gave the illusion of stability, but Pauli knew that it was a mirage. Safe for the moment despite his lack of balance, survival was precarious, balanced upon the heart and lungs and guts of Bela, tiring more by the moment.

There was no future in the current situation. The gallant mount was slowing; her survival within the stampede a new miracle every second. The pony was at the last of her endurance, rhythm broken, gallop fragmented, only the pressure of the animals to each side keeping her upright.

A sudden convulsive lurch beneath Tloce caused his hands, once more, to lose their precarious grip. With a cry instantly swallowed up by the roar of the stampede about him, he slipped, grabbed and caught a hank of buffalo hair, just as the unstable floor beneath him disappeared. For an instant, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Bela fall, felt a sudden blow from her head as she was swept down and below him; and then the pony was gone, vanished beneath the hooves behind. For a long moment there was space under him and to the right, and then the beasts came together and sheer desperation leant him strength and he grabbed higher, caught at a tuft of hair, and swung his legs up and over the back of the running buffalo.

By good fortune, the beast that he was on was taller than its companions. The broad back, its surface undulating as muscles moved, was wide enough to save his legs from being crushed. If he managed to hold on, that was. Though hold on he must. Desperately clinging to the animal’s back, slipping fingers slick with sweat, Pauli refused to consider the possibility of death. Within him countless generations of Lord Protector stirred. He would endure. That was his birthright and his curse.


 In the camp of the Slianari there was mourning over the deaths of Tati and Tloce, and in the tent of the Great Chief there was consternation over the loss of Pauli. Although Kalanuth had banished his son, the Lord Protector was too single minded a ruler to allow emotion to get in the way of the best interests of the kingdom. Moreover, the king was a man as well as a monarch and this had been his first-born. Pauli’s despatch to the plains Indians, there to learn the ways of others and to allow time to resolve the grief and self loathing that had come with the killing of his brother, would be a valuable maturing process. He had confided to Carano that he had no intention of permanently disenfranchising his son. Five years perhaps, and Pauli would have been welcomed home, a step closer to both wisdom and the Lord Protector’s throne. But fate had intervened and the Great Chief knew that Kalanuth’s plans for the succession had been grievously thwarted.

Nothing could bring the young men back from under the hooves of the buffalo. They would be lucky if they found any indication of their death in the churned earth that marked the stampede’s passing. A search would begin in the morning, as would the gathering and butchering of the many carcasses taken on the plain that day. In normal times, every man, woman and child would work to protect the meat against scavengers, to gut and cut and flay the beasts, and to smoke the meat, for the buffalo was the lifeblood of the tribe. Not this time. Tomorrow, Carano would order many men to search for the remains of Tloce. It was the least he could do.

For the braves back from the hunt, it was a time of great sadness that dampened the spirits of those newly come to manhood. Tradition said that now was the time to talk of Tati and Tloce, to open up and ease the loss. But that was not so easy in respect to Pauli; he had been with them less than a year, was not blood born of the tribe and had been a quiet withdrawn companion.

“He had a great sadness in him,” Karblo said. He had been closest to Tloce, chosen by the Great Chief to mentor the non-man; there had been many hours of companionship, of conversation between them, as the lore of the plains had been demonstrated and absorbed. Karblo knew nothing about the lands beyond the mountains and had a natural curiosity about life in other places unseen and unknown. So the exchange was not one-sided. Pauli would become talkative out on the plains, the two of them squatting before a campfire, the night stars shining above, homesickness and a little Indian brandy loosening his tongue. He would talk of Murmeria, its size and complexity, the confusions of town life, the colour, variety, and the cosmopolitan people. It was a source of constant mystery to Karblo that any common man would want such a life, imprisoning stone above and below, but Tloce made it come alive with stories of glimmer magic, intrigue and politics. He became so sad when he described his family, a thousand year saga so rich that it begged the question, “Why did you leave?”

Pauli would not talk of his recent past. Despite the intense interest in his history, he would always refuse to talk about it, and all Karblo could do was to sense a great sorrow and respect the wishes of his friend. The plains Indian was typical of his tribe, hair was long and free, no ostentatious pigtail like the Attali, and whatever his inner feelings, emotion was never allowed to crack the granite of rock sharp, sun and wind blackened features, except when warm amusement exposed the inner compassion. Then his face was transformed, laughter softening the rigidity, exposing the real man beneath.

Karblo was an old man as hunters go. He had seen nearly fifty summers on the plains, but he was still a fierce fighter, strong despite his age, and strength combined with experience to create a formidable adversary. He was the leader when a major buffalo cull was planned and, beyond that, a wise counsel to his Chief and a member of the tribal elders. Today, he held his head low in shame for it was his honour and his burden to lead the hunt and, although many buffalo had been taken, two young braves had been lost and that was a grievous price to pay.

The fire was dying, the night was deep, when Karblo stood up, bones creaking after the hours of squatting before the flames, looked out into the darkness and said formally, voice breaking at the edges with unaccustomed emotion, “Tati is now a man, Tloce is now a man. They died in the hunt, but they have become men and will live on with our ancestors to guide our future.” Then he stumbled off into the darkness so that none could see the granite weep.

Elsewhere the camp was quiet, most now asleep, although in the distance could be heard the sobbing of Tirana, the mother of Tati, cries in harmony with those of other female relatives, showing their grief through the night in the traditional way. With them would be the Great Mother, Celictha, taking their sorrow into her own heart to ease their pain. Carano lay awake in his hut, alone, listening to the faint sounds and concerned that there were none to weep for Tloce. Though if he had been near to his daughter Brendra or Karblo his lead hunter he would have discovered that the death of the son of Kalanuth was being grieved. The Great Chief’s heart was heavy for he had grown fond of the young man over the past twelve month, had seen within him the seeds of greatness, and had known that if he had become the Lord Protector his tribe would have had the most powerful of allies it was possible to have in the land of Camborne. Not that the Slianari needed powerful friends. For many generations there had been peace on the plains and life was good. Nonetheless, Carano was no longer young, and old men anxious about how posterity might view their achievements, were keen to pass on a solid legacy. The Great Chief was ancient, his face was seamed and marked by a thousand wrinkles, flat nose almost hidden amongst the folds of flesh, eyes so deep sunk and hooded that it was impossible to tell what vision they pursued. In tribute to his status and to his great age, his hair hung loose to his waist, bright white, brushed and washed daily by the women of the Slianari, proud to take it in turns to groom their Chief. He lay in bed, wide-awake, listening to the distant grief and worrying about the future.

The tribe may not have had any great need of a powerful friend, but they had no desire for a strong enemy. Pauli’s death would require a reckoning, he knew. Kalanuth was not a forgiving man, else why would he banish his eldest son, and he would not be kind to those who had failed him in discharging the responsibility of caring for the heir to his throne. Carano came to a sudden decision. Grief had its place but politics was no respecter of death. It was late but he needed to talk this thing through.

Traditionally, the Shaman’s tent was pitched close to that of the Chief’s. It was of a much less grand design, a utilitarian shelter consisting of hides stretched over a modest frame, and it took up a fraction of the space that most homes demanded. But Messala had always been a simple man, the nomadic life of the plains had discouraged the collection of possessions and he had made a fetish of inner value. A few clothes, eating utensils, and a washbowl together with a straw bed constituted the sum of his worldly wealth, that and the devotion of the tribe.

The Shaman was waiting for him, as always knowing the needs of his Chief.

“You cannot bring him back,” was his first words as Carano ducked beneath the flap and entered his tent. “But you may not need to.”

“What does that mean?” he said testily. He had known the Shaman for many years and, although they were old friends comfortable with each other, he had little respect for casual comment. He knew that Messala had power, but he was also aware that the old man often resorted to experience to lend authenticity to prophesy; the exercise of genuine ancestor connection demanded a price which old men became reluctant to pay.

“There is no certainty that Tloce is dead. I cannot confirm, old friend, what happened, but I can give you hope. The eldest son of the Lord Protector has the power to influence the future. Our ancestors are disturbed. The world we know will change. Whether Pauli is seminal in that change is unclear, but his life or death will change what will be regardless of the buffalo stampede.”

“What are you saying? If he is dead then the wrath of Kalanuth may descend upon the Slianari. Surely our ancestors can tell whether that may happen. Messala, tell me what I should do.”

“There is only one thing that you can do.” The Shaman said. “When the sun rises, send braves out to find whether Tloce has indeed been killed. All I can say is that his death or survival will mark a watershed in the world of Camborne, but the future is more obscure than it has been for many generations. There are strange forces at work. I have tried to understand what it means, but our ancestors are more than usually obscure and I cannot see what it is that threatens. One thing is certain though. A thousand years of harmony are coming to an end.”

The Great Chief left Messala and returned to his tent even more disturbed. It was one thing to risk the wrath of the Lord Protector, but that at its worst would mean his death. But the Shaman had hinted at cataclysmic events that might destroy the tribe. He could live, in a manner of speaking, with his death, but he must find a way to preserve the Slianari.


 By mid morning the whole tribe was spread out along the rift in the soil created by the stampede’s passing, a swathe through the green grass carpet two hundred yards wide. Four hundred braves had taken part in the cull and there were many carcasses spread out across the plain, demanding immediate action before plains tigers, scavenger hyena and carrion crow damaged the prize.

There were no status distinctions. Responsibilities were determined by sex. Women were responsible for bringing up the children, for cooking, cleaning, and for making clothing, tents and finding fuel. But those activities were not seen as demeaning, as inferior to the male preserves of hunting, protecting and carving. In great part, equality came from contraception, the ability to prevent fertilisation that the women of Camborne had long perfected. It accounted for both their relaxed approach to sex and the relatively small population across the land. It also meant that women had a considerable degree of control over their lives and their destiny; there were few unwanted babies in this land.

Both sexes worked together in skinning and butchering the bodies. Nearly every part of the animal was valuable. The skin provided rawhide that could be turned into a thousand things from footwear to buckets. The meat, much of which would be smoked, provided sustenance, a major part of the tribe’s diet. The long buffalo hair would be sheared and worked into rope and weaved into cloth. The tail would be used for brushes, the bladder for pouches, and the horns for cups and ladles. The bones would be used in a variety of ways; the longest as building materials, the smaller shaped into utensils and weapons, worked with stone and rare steel tools into arrow and spear heads, and splinters shaped as needles and pins. The bone was also the raw material of sculpture, much prized in the cities of the north, which could be sold or bartered for manufactured or glimmered goods.

Carano sent Karblo and one hundred braves to the north to search the scarred earth for signs of Tloce. He delayed sending any messenger to Artura until he was certain that there was nothing left that he could return to the Lord Protector. It was an unpleasant task, and the young men fretted while wading through the ploughed earth. There were few who had known Tloce well enough to mourn him, but for Karblo, forcing the braves to examine every inch of the buffalo’s passing, this search was more than duty, it was also a last farewell.


 In the late afternoon of the previous day, the stampede had run its course. Buffalo wandered across the plain, grazing, looking for water, or simply lying exhausted on the warm ground. Tloce had waited until the herd was stationary, before unwinding weary fingers from the coarse mane and dropping down the flanks of his saviour who, oblivious of his burden in the heat of the gallop, and now too tired to care, watched motionless as he slapped its rump in thanks and slipped away.

But where to go. Perhaps he should follow the rift back toward the south; but his aching body, bruised from the battering ride he had just experienced - buffalo back had not been designed to fit human anatomy - wanted to rest and to recover. But to do so within the herd would be foolish. Providing he stayed clear of the bulls, they would not attack him, but these were big heavy beasts, and no respecter of intruders. To be trodden on by mistake could give him a broken foot, and to be jostled might result in major fractures. Tloce, despite his weariness, struggled toward the setting sun, away from the torn earth, seeking to get well clear from the spreading herd before finding somewhere to rest. Unknowing, he stumbled toward a small group of Chikatena braves, planning their own stampede and observing the buffalo from a distance.

Shinika was preparing for his first hunt. A long gangly youth often given to introspection, his imagination had already had him both mangled and bloody and a triumphant hero when he spotted Tloce amongst the buffalo. There was a legend amongst the plains Indians of a pale rider, a man from the north who had united the tribes and led them to victory in a war long ago. He had been a remarkable man, one who had commanded the beasts and the birds. At the end, he had been killed by treachery, but not before the promise had been given that he would return if the Indians were ever threatened.

There were many stories about this mighty brave, but the one that had always stirred Shinika’s heart was the hero riding the buffalo stampede upon the back of the biggest bull in the herd.

“Karaca,” he shouted excitedly, for here was myth become reality. And pointing, he cried again, “Karaca, look to the north and east!”

The lead hunter, fifty yards away, turned toward the lad, and then looked in the direction he was pointing. But disinterest turned to excitement and soon all the Chikatena scouting party were staring into the middle distance. Together they watched as the distant stranger slid down the flanks of a bull buffalo, slapped its rump, and began to weave his way through the herd in their direction.

Karaca was older and wiser than Shinaka, but he, as did they all, knew the legend. As Tloce neared, and they could see that the stranger was exhausted or ill for he moved in a drunken stumble, the brave next to him breathed, in tones of awe, “See, he is indeed pale.” It was true, though a year on the plains had darkened Pauli’s natural colour, northern skin was still much whiter than that of the Indian. The hunting party had seen the stampede slow and come to a shaky halt. There was no doubt. That this man had survived the run was impossible, but it must have happened..

Close to, Tloce gave a sudden cry, whether of recognition or sudden pain was not clear but he fell; pushed to the limits of his endurance, the collapse was sudden and complete. The braves surrounded him, touched him as if for reassurance that he was flesh and blood, and bore him on their shoulders back to the tents of the Chikatena.

The tribe had been moving south for several weeks, and the camp was still only half established when they returned from the scouting trip. Although the Indians were semi nomadic, game was so plentiful on the plains that their wanderings had become determined by tradition rather than need. This part of the country known as the Tamar had rather more character, undulating hills rather than featureless flatlands, with many shallow lakes and rivers providing fish to supplement the diet, and it was the Chikatena’s habit to return to the same camping ground every year. Nonetheless, unpacking and setting up tents, latrines, pony corals, cooking fires and communal areas for five thousand people took time. It was efficiently done, with family and larger groups helping each other; but the land had to be apportioned, main thoroughfares determined, squabbles about location adjudicated, working and assembly areas identified, and fuel and water supplies secured. The camp was a hive of activity as the scouting party returned, much changed from when they had left the previous day, and some time was wasted while they tried to identify where Garun, the Shaman of the Chikatena, might be. By the time they had made their way to his tent they had attracted a considerable entourage, and the story spread and grew in the telling of the pale stranger who had ridden the buffalo.

Someone had been sent to find Wakala, the Chief, and he joined the party as almost half the tribe arrived at the entrance to the Shaman’s tent. Garun was irritated. Young compared with his peers in the other tribes, he loved his sleep and would often have to be persuaded to forsake his bed for official duties. He was a lardon of a man; multiple rolls of fat embraced his body, giving him a large, ball like appearance when dressed in robes. Naked, he resembled nothing so much as a series of rubber tubes piled upon each other, some with a larger circumference than others, but all well pumped up. There was no neck between his chin and shoulders, merely a profusion of smaller rolls supporting an enormous shiny-bald head, the flesh puffed up so much that the features set against stretched skin were all tiny; nose, mouth, ears and eyes surprisingly dainty against the background of so much flesh. Moving this mountain of blubber about was tiring. Garun hated above all else to be interrupted when he was close to bed. He had hoped to snooze away the early evening before dinner and was startled to find the multitude at his door.

“What is it now?” He barked, knotting a greasy belt around his robe. “Why do you disturb me?”

Wakala stepped forward and turned to face the crowd. He was young to be chief, only in his late thirties; but chosen by his people when they elected him for life, he had the maturity and the wisdom of a man twice his age.

“I had a message that Karaca had found a wonder. Where is he?”

There came a shuffling from within the depths of the crowd and the weary hunters struggled through, still carrying their burden. They laid Tloce down at the entrance to the tent. The Shaman looked at him and prodded him with his foot.

“He is no Chikatena. Why you bring him to me? If he needs aid take him to the Mother.”

“He is the pale rider,” blurted Shinaka. “We saw him ride the buffalo.”

“Silence,” commanded the Chief. “You forget yourself, boy.”

“It is true, Wakala,” Karaca said respectfully. “We saw him come from the heart of the stampede. He walked through the herd as in a trance and the beasts parted before him. He fell as he reached us and has been unconscious ever since.”

The Shaman looked at the hunter sceptically, “So you saw him ride the buffalo.” His eyes were piercing, and although he scratched his fat belly as he spoke, his words demanded attention.

“Not exactly,” admitted Karaca, “but we saw the stampede come to a halt, saw him climb down from the back of a bull and stroll through the herd. If he had not been a part of the stampede where else could he have come from?”

“We shall see.” Garun rummaged in a leather bag attached to his belt and brought out a handful of brightly coloured stones. “Lay him before the main campfire; there is not enough room for all these people here. I will join you in five minutes and then we will test the truth of this.”

The hunters shouldered their burden once more, and the crowd parted and then followed behind as they moved away. Wakala joined the Shaman as he re-entered his tent. These men were not friends, they were too different in temperament and character, but they worked together for that was the way of the tribe.

“What think you?” Garun asked, as he placed the coloured stones on a piece of cloth and proceeded to add some herbs and a few pieces of curiously shaped bone.

“Karaca is a truthful man, not fanciful, he said what he saw and I believe him.”

The Shaman grunted, considered, and then turned to face his Chief. “I have said nothing until now for indeed there is little to say, but there is something coming, something cataclysmic. I have seen it in the fire, smelt it in the wind, and dreamt of a great test coming to try us. I know not whether this thing has any connection with what I feel, but it is important to find out. We must ask the ancestors.”

Wakala paled. He had been Chief only a few months. A big muscular man, broad shouldered, good looking in a man’s man sort of way, he was not experienced enough to present an impassive exterior to the world. Elected to the most senior position in the tribe, he was still a little in awe of his responsibilities; though he had not lost his startling good humour or the common touch, something which endeared him to many. Wakala was a prodigious hunter, always ready to give wise counsel, and when the old Chief, Latala, had died, his popularity had prevailed against the elders who had stood against him. In a system of primitive democracy which had endured for thousands of years, the Chief of a tribe was elected for life, every man and every woman having one vote which was recorded publicly, counts repeated with the least successful withdrawing until the winner received an overall majority. Wakala could have expected to win the support of the young braves, but he was universally popular, and was elected in the first ballot. But popularity is no substitute for knowledge and in experience he was young and untried. Chief and Shaman had to work together if an appeal to the tribe’s ancestors was to be successful, this would be a test for them as well as the stranger.

The great square in the centre of the camp was crowded. Although not yet dusk a large fire had already been lit. Wood was not plentiful on the plains, and peat from the bogs to the west was often used for cooking fires. In these hills, however, there were many trees and fuel was easily found. Tloce had been laid down on his back and was being tended to by the Mother. She was the third part of the triumvirate that ruled the tribe. Representing woman, the bearer of children, the cook, the cleaner and the carer, she was also healer; medical skills supplemented by an ability to take sickness upon herself and by so doing heal the patient. This was a dangerous process for, although she had strong defences, illness could kill her as well as any other. Magery was old, unusual in a Mother, and her experience was vast. Although a bent and tiny woman, stick thin, sharp featured with wispy white hair, she was mother to the tribe in more than one way for many could trace their ancestry back to her. Unusual within a community where herbal contraceptive was universally available and easily used and where women were not subservient to their men, she had chosen to have many children, loved them all, and they in turn had blessed her with many grandchildren and great grandchildren.

Magery stood up as the others approached, grimacing as her back creaked. Mother heal thyself, she thought with an inner smile.

“There is nothing wrong with him,” she said. “The young man is simply exhausted. He has endured some great trial.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Wakala replied formally. He turned to the Shaman. “Let’s get on with it.”

Garun nodded. He went to the head of Tloce and sprinkled brown dirt upon his hair. Then he placed a few of the coloured stones on the ground about him. He repeated the ritual at the stranger’s feet. As he did so the Chief began to chant in a low monotone, a strange formless mantra that only gradually assumed a hint of the familiar. At first there was only a slight cadence within the meaningless sounds and then, as the Shaman added his voice to the song, the sound seemed to take on its own life, growing and changing, becoming hypnotic, the whole tribe, unrealising, joining the call.

This was not glimmer. The skills of Garun were of a different kind, sourced from a universal strength that came from a thousand generations of living and dying upon the plains. The Indians knew that their ancestors, the dead majority both before and those who would be, could be called upon to help the tribe in times of need. The Shaman was the conduit between past and the present, as well as all possible futures. Both Chief and Mother had some power in this, by virtue of their office they could call on past elders, but only in combination could independent visions be created. Otherwise communication was often confused; hinting at answers to questions through dreams or omens, and part of Garun’s skill was to interpret such messages.

As the chant grew until it was a single sound, the Shaman threw a handful of dust upon the fire, which flared up in response. There came a shifting within the smoke as it rose before them. Again, he peppered the flames with dirt and they grew higher, though the heat did not increase, and shapes appeared.

Buffalo.

The picture became clearer. A face formed, young-old, man-woman, it flickered and shifted between youth and old age, though wisdom was strong in the features. The image faded to be replaced by a landscape, and those watching gasped as the sounds and sights and smells of the stampede burst upon them. In its midst a pony, galloping, gasping, struggling to survive, and the figure of a man, surely the stranger, standing on its back. The hunters about the fire watched in awe, tasting, feeling the familiar anxious excitement when waiting for the herd to pass by. Others, many for the first time, understood what the stampede really was, how it felt, its power. They watched the crazy man leaping upon the broad buffalo back as the pony faltered and fell, riding the wind and the dust as the herd galloped across the plain.

The chant stopped abruptly and the picture faded as the flames died. The Chief shuddered, and then stretched as though waking from a trance. He turned to face his tribe and spoke loud. “Karaca spoke true. This man is hero indeed. Wash him and tend him and when he recovers I will speak with him.”

At Wakala’s side, the Shaman was pale and unsteady. The lion’s share of the energy for the summoning had come from him, but that was not what made him tremble. He patted the Chief on the shoulder in mute thanks and shuffled off into the darkness. Garun’s mind was not filled with wonder but with concern and with calculation. He had seen so much more than had been pictured in the flames. Their pale stranger was no Indian brave, and his unease about the future had been compounded. There was something about this man that would have profound implications, not just for the Chikatena, but also for the future of all plains Indians.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Jenny

The car was parked where he had left it in Brougham Lane, a cul-de-sac just off the main road. Blacker stood on the opposite side of the street and hesitated. He was well known in this neighbourhood and he was taking a risk coming here, but he still hesitated. Was the car being watched? It did not look so but that did not mean much. He felt self-conscious and squeezed back into a doorway; if Bristow or Evans or any of the local trades people appeared he would be a sitting duck. John need not have worried. Unkempt and unshaven, stinking of urine and wearing a coat three sizes too big, he looked like a tramp, a non-person, one of the street flotsam that people did not look at. It was a good disguise to fool the casual passer-by.

John’s hairdresser, Harry Owens, looking out of the window as he worked, did not give him a second glance, but his customer - a slim young man with long sideburns and a thick lipped, slack mouth - was more observant. Lennie Stevenson was not as young as he looked. He was cocky-clever, a flyboy on the make, and he was sharp. Lennie noticed the good shoes. This was no tramp. But it could be his passport to regular employment with a top class firm; criminal that is, not public. The loiterer could be the man for whom he had already spent several hours hanging about in the street. Stevenson made up his mind.

“Is that the time? I’ve changed me mind.” He rose from the chair and pushed the barber to one side.

Owens stumbled back, irritated, muttering under his breath, “Bloody kids, no respect, always in a bleeding hurry.”

He brightened up when the sharp-eyed Lennie stuffed a note into his pocket. “‘Ere’s a tenner for your trouble. Tarrar.” And he was gone out of the barbers, leaving cold air swirling round Harry’s feet in memory of his passing.

John had crossed the street and was approaching the car. It was time to be brave. At the kerbside the driver’s door opened easily at his testing. It had been expertly jemmied. He looked at it in confusion, not realising that people for whom a locked car was child’s play were seeking him. As he stood there, a hand grasped his arm by the elbow and a voice said,

“Looking’ for suthin’?”

It was Lennie, convinced that this was the man he had been staked out to find. Stevenson was small beer. A chancer placed on the corner of the street as an outside bet. The Irishman knew all about being on the run. He was convinced that Blacker would not come within miles of the Travel Agents. But the cockney was ambitious. He had seen the controlled chaos this morning as the word went out; there was finder’s money to be earned and beyond that, the possibility of future jobs. Grabbing this sad bastard should be easy.

Appearances can be deceiving. Blacker was shocked at the voice, but that did not make him a pushover. He thought that Lennie might be a policeman but he did not take time out to make sure. All the frustrations of the past twenty-four hours were expressed as he kicked back with his heel. Stevenson thought that his shinbone had shattered. He hopped backwards, slipped and sat down in the wet snow. From the thick lips came a stream of strangled invective. John did not wait to listen. One look and it was obvious that this was no policeman, but the memories of last night’s shooting were too fresh for him to wait and ask. He ran.

Fifty yards along the High Street, feet splashing in the half melted snow as he slipped and slid in a half panic, his breath became laboured. Behind him Stevenson had struggled to his feet and was hobbling after, pace increasing as the pain lessened and his golden future disappeared ahead of him.

John reached the end of the street, avoided a collision with a large, puce faced man, and ran on into the Oxford Road. He was winded and his side hurt. Lennie saw him slowing down and put on a spurt.

The main road was heavy with traffic. Blacker looked for a cab; he had no money but he would worry about that later. No sign of a taxi. He waved at the cars, but nobody would stop for a scruffy tramp. Stevenson was getting closer. He forced himself to run along the Oxford Road. What could he do? The cockney was gaining on him and he was just about bushed. As he came to a crossroads, he saw Fred Armitage climbing out of a black cab.

“Fred,” he shouted, and ran toward him. Stevenson heard the cry and faltered. A bit of thieving was his normal activity. He would have a go at this or that, like grabbing a tramp, but no heavy stuff. He was not going to take on two of them.

Armitage turned; surprise, even shock, registered in his eyes.

“Bloody Blacker! How the hell are you, old man?”

“All the better for seeing you,” John panted, grabbing his hand and shaking it. He risked a glance back and saw that the cockney had slid to a halt. “Do me a favour,” he gasped. “You’ve got a pad near here. Put me up for a few hours. I need a rest; I’m beat.”

Armitage threw a quick glance at Lennie Stevenson. He licked his lips and patted Blacker on the shoulder. “You’re in some bother, I can see. No problem. Stick with Uncle Fred.”

The cabbie was still waiting for his fare. Fred leant in through the open window. “I’ve changed me mind. Can you take us back to Portman Square?”

The cabbie shrugged. “It’s your money, mate.”

They climbed in to the taxi, and John gave the finger to the cockney. He had stopped and was just watching them. The vehicle took a sharp right through the central reservation. John watched Lennie searching his pockets, perhaps looking for something on which to record the cab’s number, as they disappeared down the road. He turned to Fred, but Armitage was staring out through the window as though there was something interesting on the sidewalk.

“Were you going to the office, Fred,” he said, searching for something conventional to say.

“No mate. Day off,” Armitage said. “Look. I don’t want to know what this is about. OK. A few hours, that’s what you said, but no more.”

Blacker had got his breath back under control and his brain was starting to work again. There was something in Fred’s voice. “You know,” he said, and then, “what do you know?”

“I know nuthin’ and I told you, I don’t want to know nuthin’”

During the rest of the twenty-minute ride they barely spoke. For the first time in their acquaintanceship the garrulous Armstrong had nothing to say. John was worried; it was so out of character. And there was something else. He reeked of stale urine, the taxi stank, even the cabbie kept looking back at him, but Fred did not seem to notice. John fretted but said nothing: for the moment he had escaped his pursuers and that was the important thing.


 Charles Brice Smith turned away from the grey day and the heavy Whitehall traffic outside the window. A big man but flabby, in his late twenties but a double chin and a slight flush to his complexion hinted at an unhealthy lifestyle. He looked across at Michael Donovan who had just entered the office. The Irishman had been asked to meet him at his official place of work. It was a display of confidence that signalled a message; he was invulnerable, and he was in charge. The interview was couched in the same terms.

“What the hell are you playing at, Paddy?” The cultured voice, unmistakably that of the Irishman’s companion in the Travel Agents’ toilet, was thick with contempt. “How could you let this insignificant little nobody vanish into nowhere?”

He left the window and walked across the room to a large oak desk, there striking a formal pose. Brice Smith was afraid of Donovan and sought every opportunity to emphasise that he was in control. He was like the man who kept beating his Alsatian, at the back of his mind was always the fear that one day he would get his throat ripped out. The Irishman was a tool, a means to an end, but given that he was a cold blooded murderer, Brice Smith kept worrying. This time, however, Donovan had screwed up, and the old Etonian was enjoying the opportunity to emphasis the differences in status. “Did you know that Blacker was seen at the Victorian Hotel? Good God, man, this situation could become serious.”

Donovan scowled, but said nothing. Inside he fumed. But the plumy voiced bastard had the ability to make his life very difficult. For the present he had no choice but to listen.

“What is the current position? Have you found him yet?”

The Irishman permitted a slight smile. Brice Smith had the whip hand but he would be damned if he let him have all his own way. He knew the man was afraid of him and he enjoyed encouraging that fear. “Oh, I’ll get him,” he responded in a soft burr. “Didn’t I tell you that I always get my man?” His voice got sharper. “It’s only a matter of time.”

“Don’t balls it up again, Paddy!” The warning in his voice was unmistakable, but Donovan was not cowed. He, in turn, permitted himself a flash of temper.

“Don’t Paddy me you toffee nosed, English bastard. I’m the guy who shovels up your shit, remember. Without me you would have to get those soft white hands dirty, and you haven’t got the bottle. Don’t push your luck.”

Brice Smith went pale. He bit back as the Irishman knew he would, but was unable to conceal the quiver in his voice. “Whatever you think about the British, you work for Her Majesty’s Government and you do what you are told to do. Step out of line and you know what will happen.”

“And what the divil has English Royalty got to do with the murder of Bartlett? Do you think I’m stupid, is that it? Paddy out of the bogs thinks he’s 007. Somebody paid you a great deal of money to have that pathetic sod topped.”

“Just remember, Donovan, that I own you body and soul. One word, and you will become the number one target of a whole host of unsavoury characters. I don’t give a damn what you think. Just do what I tell you, and do it right.”

Brice Smith turned his back on the Irishman and walked back across the room to the window. Behind him, Donovan tensed in anger, and then relaxed. The Englishman had the goods on him, no doubt about that, and he did not have a lot of choice. But one day things would be different. Donovan thought about what he might then do, just as Brice Smith turned and caught the look of hatred in his eyes. He shivered.

“Get on with it,” he said, but was unable to stop trembling a little.

The interview was over, but both men had given a warning that the other would not forget.


 Armitage’s home was one of a block of two-dozen flats above a row of shops just off the Hanwell Road. As Blacker followed him up the open stairs and along the third floor balcony, he was struck by the ordinariness of his surroundings. The world had continued outside his personal tragedy and nobody cared. It made him feel unimportant and very alone.

Fred had stopped and was fumbling to get his key in the lock when the door opened. John tensed, beginning to turn in readiness to run, and then he relaxed as he realised that it was a woman; mid-thirties, a bit mousy, but with full, well shaped breasts. She was well known to Armitage, although his words were hardly welcoming as he snarled,

“What the hell are you doing here?”

It was a tone of voice so at odds with the normal Fred persona that Blacker had difficulty reconciling it with the man that he thought he knew.

“I.....well,” she began, taken aback. “I.....I didn’t feel so good, so I came home.”

John noted the word ‘home’. She must be Armitage’s wife or partner. It struck him that he knew very little about the man’s personal life. He had been meeting him regularly for almost a year and he did not even know if he was married.

Fred remembered Blacker and turned toward him. “This is Jenny Templeton,” he introduced. “She is a friend,” he added unnecessarily.

They shook hands and moved into the hall. Armitage did not mention his name and he had no intention of so doing.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you would be having visitors.” She was flustered, almost frightened. John revised his instant assessment of her as mousy. The uninteresting bob cut of her brown hair and business clothes, white blouse and grey skirt, had signalled wrongly. Close up she had an attractive clear complexion enhanced by just a touch of make-up, soft hazel eyes, a cheeky turned up nose and a large expressive mouth. For a brief moment John forgot his problems, then his eyes met hers and he saw them flinch as she smelt the acrid urine smell still clinging to him.

Armitage opened the second door to the left and they entered a large living room. It was sparsely furnished with two cheap plastic armchairs and a small bookcase half full of paperbacks. There was a portable television perched on top of the bookcase. A large picture window at the far end of the room had a glass door to one side that led out on to a narrow balcony overlooking the street below.

“Would you like some tea?” Jenny’s voice was hesitant, submissive. After the morning’s humiliation, John felt he could never drink another cup again, but this was not the time to explain.

Fred did not wait for a reply from him, and dismissed her with a nod.

“Take your coat off and sit down,” he suggested. Blacker remembered the state of his trousers.

“If you don’t mind I’ll keep my coat on for now. I’m still cold.” He lowered himself on to a black plastic monstrosity of a chair, fingers tensed on the bulbous arms as his bottom slid from the unfirm edge of the seat into its jelly-like centre. Fred moved across to the bookcase, took a cigarette out of a flat box perched on top of the television, picked up a table lighter shaped like the Eiffel Tower, and lit up. He did not offer John a smoke although he knew that he liked nicotine once in a while. Armstrong was agitated and trying hard to cover it up. Blacker concluded that it was his tramp like condition that was causing the awkwardness between them, and felt the sudden need to speak.

“I’ve got to tell somebody. They’re trying to kill me; the people at the Travel Agents. I heard them talking about it. One of them was an Irishman.” That brought a hint of something - recognition - from Fred. “Last night my home was broken into and my wife was shot. They riddled the bed with bullets, but I wasn’t there. I was downstairs asleep in a chair.”

He stopped.

Armitage had not shown any reaction. He just stood there, motionless apart from a nervous pulling at his cigarette.

“I don’t want to hear this,” he said. “I told you that. You’ve gotta stop telling me.”

“But I have to tell someone. They’re still after me. That man who was chasing me when you met me. You saw him, I know. He was one of them. For whatever reason, I’ve no idea what, they are desperate to kill me.”

Armitage started. There was a sheen of sweat on his face though the room was cool. With an effort he dragged his eyes into focus upon Blacker and responded. “Yeah, alright, have it your own way. You’ve had a bad shock. We’ll work it out.” The platitudes spilled out, irrelevant, meaningless. “You sit there and get warm. I’ll see what the silly cow’s doing with the tea.” He was gone, closing the living room door behind him.

John was worried. Fred’s attitude suggested he was trying to distance himself, or perhaps he was humouring him, having assumed that he was insane. Or maybe there was a third possibility. Armitage was uneasy, come to think of it. Perhaps he had heard the news and thought Blacker was an escaped murderer. Could he be ringing the police at that very moment?

John struggled out of the chair. As he moved toward the door it opened and Jenny entered. She was balancing a tray with one hand and was surprised to find him on his own.

“Where’s Fred?” she asked as she set the tea things down.

“He said he was going to help you,” Blacker began, before he realised that Armitage had done no such thing. He moved to the door and glanced into the hall. From the room on his left came the muffled sound of a voice. The woman brushed past him and opened the door.

It was a small bedroom with a king sized divan taking up most of the available space. Fred stood by a small, knee high cabinet, back to the door, looking out of the window. He was on the phone, the middle finger of his left hand pressed into one ear as though attempting to cut out extraneous sounds. Armstrong had not heard them enter. He was whispering, but the low voice was biting out the words, and what he was saying could be heard clearly.

“You’re out of your mind. No way. Billy, I ain’t paid to bump people off. You want him, you come and get him.”

Armitage slammed the handset down and turned, suddenly aware that he had an audience, realising that they must have heard him. He took a step backwards, colliding with the bedside cabinet. He hesitated.

“It’s not what you think, John.”

“The hell it isn’t.”

Blacker was moving across the room, the anger building up inside him. His earlier fever had eased, leaving his mind sharp, the uncertainties of the past day and night gone. Ahead of him was the enemy, but not only that, also the means of discovering what the whole nightmare was about. That thought steadied him as he moved around the bed. Fred turned, panicking, and pulled at the top drawer of the cabinet. He was straightening up, turning, an automatic in his right hand, by the time John was upon him.

Blacker was unfit, overweight and tired. In the old overcoat, scruffy and smelling, he did not look dangerous. But he was a big man, he was very angry, and in his youth he had known how to handle himself. He barrelled into Armitage, his weight driving the smaller man hard against the wall. As his left hand groped for the gun, the right picked up the telephone, lifted it high into the air, and smashed it down into his opponent’s face. John was middle aged and tired, but one hard learned lesson from the past came instinctively back to him - total commitment - do it to them before they do it to you.

The handset shattered. It was an old telephone and the material was brittle. Jagged shards of plastic gouged across Armstrong’s face, one cut deep into his cheek before piercing his left eye. Fred was stunned by the impact and the gun slipped from his hand as he collapsed across the bed.

Blacker was not unscathed. The shattered phone had cut his hand and the force of the blow had bent back his little finger. It throbbed painfully, maybe broken, but no time to think about that. Using his left hand he grabbed the gun off the bed and turned. Jenny was screaming.

“Shut up!” he shouted. “Shut up!” He did not expect her to respond, but surprisingly she did. They stood and faced one another across the small room. Both gulped air, chests heaving, both shocked at the sudden violence. John’s heart slowed, palpitations easing as the adrenaline pumped its way out of his system. He felt sick. His right hand throbbed and the sweat poured down his face. The fever had returned and his temperature was rising. He forced himself to speak.

“Get over here,” he said. “Look at Fred and see how badly he’s hurt.”

She moved across the room, frightened but back in control. Armitage was lying on his face making small whimpering sounds. The girl attempted to lift him without much success until Blacker, impatient, switched the gun to his sore right hand, gripped Fred’s shoulder with the left, and flipped him over on to his back. The man’s face was a mass of cuts, one eye socket full of blood. Jenny gave a gasp and one hand flew to her mouth. Lying on his back, unmoving, Armitage began to gurgle. John stared at him, at a loss to know what to do. The noises grew worse. Blacker realised that he was choking, drowning in his own blood. Once more he gripped the body and, with an effort, pulled it over again.

He turned to the woman, still staring at the figure on the bed. “I need something to splint this finger with.” He held up his swollen pinkie.

“What about Fred?” she said, uncertainly at first and then, her voice growing stronger, “You can’t just leave him there.”

He affected an unconcern that he did not feel. “He’ll be all right. There’s nothing we can do for now, and I am not calling an ambulance.” He grew angry at the concern in her eyes. “What do you expect me to say? The bastard was going to kill me, or set me up for somebody else. You heard him on the blower.”

Blacker waved the gun in her direction.

“Back into the lounge.”

He closed the door behind him as he left, as though shutting Armitage out of his mind.

In the next room, Jenny moved across to the bookcase and produced some sticky tape. He found some scissors and cut a strip from the cover of a book, a bible, the only non-paperback there. She watched as he bent the heavy card around the edge of his hand and sellotaped the makeshift splint to his fingers. The slight sound as she sucked at her bottom lip was the only sign of tension. Miss Templeton was thinking. She had long had suspicions about Fred’s involvement with something illegal. There had been half overheard conversations on the telephone before; whispered discussions that had ended as soon as her presence was known. At first she had thought it had been one of his suspected girlfriends, and there had been angry rows culminating in Armitage knocking her across the room. He was not an aggressive man, but he had no scruples about hitting a woman. She should have left him but, if she was honest, perhaps there was something inside her that almost wanted to be a victim.

Fred was involved in something dishonest and dangerous. He was paid far too much for the job he appeared to do. Not that he spent much of it on her. Mostly it went on the horses, other women and card schools. Fred claimed to be a lucky gambler and that he only ever made small bets, but she knew different. It was Jenny who did the housework, who tidied the drawers, did the washing and took the clothes to the cleaners; the bits and pieces found in his pockets told only half a story, but what a story. Armitage was a big league gambler with a real problem, and a philanderer who screwed around and was involved in heavy criminal activities.

He was also a bit of a shit, she thought to herself, but that did not mean that he deserved what had just happened. She could still remember the good times, the sheer fun and exhilaration of being with a funny, charming and exciting man. Her loyalties remained with her unfaithful lover as she looked across at the intruder; and a strong mental image of the recent bloody confrontation caused her to shiver.

Blacker looked warily back. He was also shaking. The sweat was pouring down his face and his shirt felt saturated. He glanced at the plastic monstrosity that still dominated the room and remembered the tea tray.

“We could both do with a cup of tea,” he said, gesturing with his damaged hand. She said nothing, but moved across the room and began to pour it out. They both ignored the unspoken accusation of the third empty cup. John moved toward her, stretching out his splinted right hand. The events of the last few minutes had happened too quickly for him to absorb, but now he began to consider what to do next. Each situation he had found himself in, beginning with the overheard conversation, the murder of his wife, the police interrogation and Fred’s treachery, had compounded his lack of control. Events had been using him, sweeping him along toward ever more uncertainty. It was terrifying how his carefully constructed shell of a life had fallen apart. He could steal Armitage’s car, but Miss Templeton would tell the police as soon as he left. He could take her with him, but he was having problems looking after himself, let alone a hostage. Moreover, where could he go? The reality was obvious. Any possibility of unravelling this mess, any hope of a personal future, depended upon him confronting the murderers of his wife. Trying to work out what he should do, he noted Jenny turning toward him, two cups in her hands.

If she had not put milk in before pouring out the tea, the damage would have been far worse. The liquid, although hot, was not scalding, and the china bounced off his battered cranium without breaking. After throwing them at him, she pushed past toward the door. Once again John acted without thinking. Ignoring the pain in his finger he caught her roughly by the shoulder and jerked her violently backwards. At the same time his left hand, gun forgotten on the floor, slammed into her chest grabbing a handful of blouse. The cotton ripped, bra strap snapped, and suddenly, absurdly, she was naked from the waist up. All resistance crumbled as she burst into tears and crossed her arms in front of her breasts. Blacker stood with a handful of torn material, anger gone, looking bewildered at the vulnerable woman.

The door opened and startled them both. Armitage was standing there, his face a bloody mess but conscious and more or less in control of himself. “Any tea left?” he croaked, looking at Blacker’s dripping face before stumbling and almost falling. John was across the room and grabbing hold of his arm in an instant. Fred’s weak attempt at humour had touched him as nothing else would have done. He helped the injured man into the plastic armchair.

“Get him a drink,” he snapped at Jenny, “and this time try and keep it in the cup.” She flushed, and then abandoned any attempt to cover her breasts and moved over to the tray.

Armitage looked unwell; despite the encrusted blood his face had an alarming pallor. Between them they coaxed him into swallowing a little lukewarm tea. He coughed, but then began to brighten up a little. John sent Jenny out to get dressed. He had ceased to worry that she might run away. The circumstances of his life were becoming more bizarre by the minute and normal rules did not apply. He crossed the room, picked up the discarded cups, and replaced them on the tray. The simple act was reassuring, normality in an increasingly unreal landscape, but then he noticed the gun, lying on the carpet where he had dropped it. Blacker picked it up, felt the steel weight, looked at it with curiosity and thrust it into his overcoat pocket.

The plastic bubble squeaked as Fred shifted his weight. He cleared his throat. “I don’t blame you, John.” His voice was surprisingly strong. “I asked for it.

“You know,” he said, changing the subject, “I can’t see a bloody thing out of me left eye, it must be stuck with blood.” He laughed shakily, and then gingerly touched his nose with one finger. “You’ve really buggered me hooter.”

“Fred,” Blacker said in response; there was an undercurrent of anger in his voice. “I’m sick and tired of being a target for reasons I don’t know. What the hell’s going on?”

Armstrong tittered in response, a squeaky laugh quite unlike his usual roar. He was in shock and beginning to shiver. “I told you not to tell me. I kept telling you not to tell me, but you didn’t listen. In the end, I had to protect myself.” He groaned, but carried on talking. “I do a bit of drug running, move the odd person across a frontier, smuggle the occasional diamond, carry papers that substitute for lorry loads of goods, but that’s all. I ain’t a killer, and that’s all I’m saying. It’s more than my life’s worth to name names. John, you’ve got one chance and that’s to get out of here pronto, because they know where you are and they are coming for you. Go, John, that’s my advice, go before you’re dead.” He sagged back into the chair, exhausted by the speech, face white and drawn. Blacker grimaced in frustration. He was going to get nothing more from Fred.

A voice from the doorway broke in to his thoughts.

“I think I may be able to help.” Jenny came back into the room wearing a heavy sweater. “If I tell you what I know, will you leave?”

“I haven’t got much choice,” John said. He did not know where to go, but he knew he could not stay there.

“There was a call for Fred this morning when he was at the paper shop. He wasn’t due to go abroad until the New Year, but the man on the phone said he was urgently needed in the office. He was angry with me when he got back, even though I was only the messenger.” She stroked her cheek absently as she spoke, and John realised that there was the hint of a bruise under the powder. “Fred rang them back and I...” she hesitated. “I... eavesdropped. We haven’t been getting on very well lately, and he does tend to put it about at bit,” she added in unconscious mimicry of vintage Armitage. “Fred he was being asked to look for someone; obviously you. His response was, more or less, ‘Piss off, you don’t pay me enough’. I don’t know exactly what the man on the other end of the phone said, but I can guess. When he came out of the bedroom his face was pale. He looked at me. He knew that I’d been listening. And all he said was, ‘Jen, these guys are killers, and I don’t know how to get out.’”

Blacker made up his mind. It was time to go.

“I want any money that you have, plus Fred’s car keys,” he said. She nodded eagerly, but as she turned to obey the doorbell rang. John caught his breath, feeling the edge of panic, remembering the running feet, the screams, and the dull cracks. He felt in his pocket, took the gun out and flicked the safety catch off. He was green but not that green.

The doorbell rang again, insistent, and this time it continued to ring.

“Get the door,” he hissed. “Act normally and let them into the lounge. Do anything stupid and Fred gets it first.”

Jenny nodded. Intuitively, she knew that he would not carry out the threat. She also knew that she would not betray him. White faced but calmer than he had any right to expect, she turned and left the room. John moved behind the door, afraid but determined, gripping the gun tightly, the sweat clammy on his back. He heard a man’s voice, questioning,

“Where is he?”

It was a man with an American accent, but something in the sound of the voice was phoney, like Michael Caine playing Chicago gangster.

The front door slammed as if blown shut by the wind, and footsteps, loud, confident, came down the hall. The door opened and into the room stepped a broad stocky man in his early fifties. Fred, half slumped in his chair, lifted his ruined face, opened one eye, and said, “Hello Billy.”

“Bloody hell,” the newcomer breathed at the sight of Armitage and then, the implication dawning on him, he began to move very fast; feet pivoting, perfectly balanced, the angular lines of a Luger in his right hand moving out from his overcoat pocket. Blacker’s reaction to this was so slow that the other was pointing his gun and firing before he had begun to move. For a fraction of a second John could not understand what had happened. There was little noise, but then he was showered with shards of plaster as the bullet buried itself in the wall almost four feet up and six inches away from him. The reflex action that had caused Billy to shoot had spent itself, but the target became tangible as Blacker threw himself across the room. The gunman swivelled, zeroing in on his prey, cool but fast as John careered into the rickety bookcase. Portable television, cigarette box, Eiffel Tower, books, all went flying as he slipped, lost his balance and fell. In desperation, he pointed the revolver in the general direction of the intruder and pulled the trigger repeatedly.

The one thing the professional gunman fears is an amateur with a gun; he is unpredictable, and that is the problem. Any fool knows that an unaimed, unsupported weapon fired repeatedly had no chance of hitting its target. Any fool, that is, but an novice like Blacker. The bullet that smashed Billy’s left shoulder blade should not have happened, but it did. The remaining shots continued to trace up the wall and through the ceiling; harmless holes but the damage had already been done. Because of that numbing blow, the older man’s returning fire missed its target. One wild bullet hit Armitage in the chest, severing his pulmonary artery, the combination of severely damaged heart and massive associated shock causing instant death.

John stopped shooting the lampshade and scrambled to his feet, only to find the stranger, bloody but unbowed, still trying to kill him. But Billy the Kid’s effectiveness has been severely reduced by his badly damaged scapula. The bullet’s impact had thrown him back against the wall, and he had to lever himself forward before bringing up the heavy automatic. He was still a pro. The first bullet tugged at Blacker’s coat like a child’s hand grabbing for its mother’s skirts, the second caught the revolver a glancing blow tearing it from his hand. John was disarmed and staring at a man with murder in his heart

The older man blinked twice, sweat was interfering with his vision and he did not want to miss again. Then he smiled; time to end it. There came a small sound from the doorway but he was concentrating all his waning energies upon the target. The Luger was almost level when a wave of nausea caught at him and he paused, fighting it down. That was the second to last thing he ever felt.

Both Blacker and the stranger, locked in their duel, had forgotten the girl. Transfixed with fear, and then jerked out of frozen inertia by Fred’s death, Jenny picked up the milk bottle at her feet where it had rolled after John’s spectacular collapse. She hit Billy across the temple, a first, a second and a third time as he reeled against the wall. He half turned as though trying to see what was hitting him, the gun fell from his hand and he collapsed to the floor.

Blacker moved across the room and caught her arm. Jenny turned, dropped the bludgeon, and threw herself against him sobbing. Leaning against the stained wall, left arm holding her tight, face buried deep in his chest, his eyes drifted across the carnage. The gunman was motionless, battered head evident but the wound in his shoulder hidden by his position. Blood had soaked the carpet and was continuing to seep out from under the upper torso. He looked dead, but could have been just unconscious. For the moment, John neither knew nor cared which it was. Armstrong sat in the overblown armchair, shirt stained dark and saturated, head back, right eye now joined with its cousin in staring sightlessly toward the ceiling. Something obscene dripped off the arm of the chair into a black pool below.

Gently he eased Jenny’s clutching hands and led her from the room. The lounge door closed behind them with an audible snap. He hesitated, and then took her, unresisting, into the bedroom. Another barrier erected between them and bloody murder

They sat down on the bed. He began to shiver in the aftermath of violence, and then it was she that was comforting him. A strange intimacy born of mutual fear, shock and death, drew them together in an urgent need for reassurance. In each other’s arms, human warmth turned into an instinctive and overwhelming sexual arousal. Nothing was said. They hurriedly undressed, clutching and pulling at each other’s bodies in a frenzy of excitement. There was no time and no desire for foreplay, for caress or kiss.

Blacker fell on top of her across the bed, penetrating deeply. Jenny moaned beneath him, jerking and twisting her hips. The two of them unsynchronised, disengaging several times. In an effort to stay in coitus she dug her fingers fiercely into his buttocks and arched her back to stay with him. In a moment it was over, a shuddering, painful catharsis that gave release from the unbearable tension.

Afterwards they were shy, awkward with each other, both ashamed and shaken at the emotion that had dominated them. John became aware of his dirty, sweaty body; the acrid smell of urine still clinging to him. Not a word had been spoken between them since the intruder had arrived. Jenny was now suffering from a different kind of shock, disbelief at her behaviour, instant unfaithfulness while Fred lay dead next door. Both avoided each other’s nakedness. She pulled her dress down quickly, but insisted on staying with John when he went to the bathroom to wash. There was little hot water, and he made do with sponging himself at the sink. She wiped herself surreptitiously while sitting on the toilet, still silent, averting her gaze but unwilling to be alone.

As he cleaned himself, Blacker found his spirits buoyed up; despite everything he was feeling almost cheerful. Some of that was instinctive, a physical reaction at the deepest level. This was the first time for years that he had made love to a responsive woman. The state of fearful nervous tension that had dominated him for so long was completely gone; his mind was back in gear again. He turned to Jenny, sensing that it was important to break the long silence between them.

“Thank you,” he said. “I was losing my mind and you have restored my sanity.” He saw the sadness and added, “Fred would not have minded, you know. He may have been a bastard but he understood the human condition.”

At his words her eyes filled with tears, she came toward him, hugged him, and cried. The tension between them dissolved and something close to genuine affection surfaced. It was a beginning.

Standing there, holding her, John began to realise that he had been very fortunate. His luck had stretched beyond the avoidance of death at the hands of a professional killer. He had been on the run from the police and, minutes after a loud gun battle in which two deaths had occurred, he had abandoned himself to lust. A neighbour could have reported the sounds of violence to the police. For that matter the gunman could have had an accomplice in a car outside. This was nuts. A sense of desperate urgency seized him and he grabbed Jenny’s hand.

“We can’t stay here. We’ve got to leave before someone else comes.” Somehow the ‘we’ was natural. They went back into the bedroom where John rummaged through the wardrobe. Fred was smaller than Blacker but the underwear was clean and the trousers, though short, fitted him around the waist. He gave up on the shirts and found a thick jumper to wear, designed to be worn baggy it just about fitted him. He also needed a topcoat, but Armitage’s Aquascutum was too small.

As he rummaged through the clothes a thought struck him. There was an overcoat in the lounge that might fit. Billy may have been short but he was certainly wide enough. And having faced that thought he had another; they needed money and there may be cash next door.

John forced himself to enter the living room, hesitating at the door before flinging it wide. The room was drenched with the smell of death, and the odour of blood and shit caught at his throat. Blacker knelt by the dead gunman and began to unbutton his coat. The body was unresisting but heavy and he found it difficult. The garment was in good condition, but when he attempted to pull it off he found the lining was saturated with blood. It was unwearable. Breathing through his mouth to stop himself from being sick, he rifled the stranger’s pockets, taking his cell phone, wallet, keys and driving licence. A thought struck him and he retraced his steps to the bedroom. Jenny was peering into the mirror. She said nothing but gave him a wan smile as he entered and returned to repairing her make-up; a good sign. He substituted the gunman’s belongings for his own documents and returned to the lounge. There was just a chance that, if discovered, his identification on the dead man would divert the hunt away from him.

Blacker looked at Armitage. He needed money and he knew that Fred carried his notes in a roll. He was the kind of man who liked to flash his cash. John turned the corpse over and, taking the weight of the body, the head lolling obscenely on his shoulder, slid his hand down into the back trouser pocket. It was not a good idea. The stench of faeces made him gag and the wad of money was wet with urine. It was too much and he knelt on the floor and gave himself up to violent heaving.


 Five minutes later John was sitting in Armitage’s car, the keys in the ignition and Jenny beside him. The gunman’s vehicle was nowhere in sight and Blacker could not risk a long search. He had stamped on the mobile phone until it shattered and dropped the keys down a drain, secure in the knowledge that if he could not find the man’s car then others would have the same problem. He let in the clutch and drove through the archway and out into the street.

No other traffic was about, and as they drove past Jenny stared at the living room window behind which the dead lay. It looked no different from any other in the flats where the neighbours were out, impersonal, vacant and dark.

After a mile or so, John turned down a side road and parked. He wanted to examine what he had taken from the bodies. Fred’s wad was a fraud, a few stained ten pound notes on the outside, cut newspaper on the inside, fifty pounds at most. Armitage was a cheat in death as in life. But the gunman’s wallet was a prize, a thousand pounds in twenties and a handful of credit cards in a variety of names; the man had not been honest.

He turned to Jenny. She had said nothing for too long and he was unsure why she had come with him. It had not occurred to him before but perhaps it was unfair to implicate her further in his problems. The sex had created a false sense of belonging; they had known each other for not much more than an hour. He cleared his throat, but she continued to stair through the windscreen at the motionless street ahead.

“Jenny...”

Silence.

“Jenny, I think we should part. You could tell the police that I forced you to come with me. Report the killings and you have a chance to get out of this...” He faltered, noticing that her eyes were full of tears. She spoke for the first time, but her voice was firm and she articulated the words clearly,

“You don’t understand. I am involved whatever happens. It is too late to pretend otherwise. Whatever there was between you and Fred, you were both pawns in some murderous game. And now I am one as well. I’m bloody terrified, but I know I have no choice. That killer would have killed both Fred and I after murdering you. He wasn’t going to leave any loose ends, I saw that in his eyes.

“We have no choice. You are stuck with me. The men behind this will never believe innocence. They will think I know something, think that I will be a danger to them in some way. If they have their way I will die. They will be careful after the deaths in the flat. I expect that I will have an accident. But make no mistake about it; they will kill me if they can.”

“Okay, we stay together,” he said. For some strange reason he felt better. “We need to rest and to think, and we need to ditch Fred’s car before someone decides to look for it.

“We’ll go to Heathrow. Nice and anonymous. We’ll leave the car in one of the long stay car parks at the Airport.”

She leaned across, touched his cheek gently with one soft hand and kissed him on the lips. It was the first sign of genuine affection between them. He started up the car, his heart singing. This dirty, tired and sore fugitive was feeling more alive and happy than he had done in years.


 It was late by the time Donovan arrived back at the office, and most of the regular staff had gone home. He saw the hastily scribbled note immediately.

Our man has turned up at Armitage’s flat. Have gone 
there to conclude the unfinished business. Clearing up 
after you as usual. No time to arrange dustmen, Fred 
isn’t being very co-operative. 
Billy


The Irishman gritted his teeth. There was no indication when the note had been written. It could have been any time since the morning. He shouted for old Charlie who should have been there. God knows where he had gone. Sometimes he wondered about that guy. Just because they had done time together he felt that Starr took advantage of him. He was part of the front, managing the legitimate work that passed the threshold of the office, there to ensure that no gossip, no rumours, started to circulate; no hint of their real activities. He also made a good cup of tea.

There was no response from Charlie Starr. Donovan scratched his chin and pondered. Not for the first time, he concluded that his organisation was spread too thin; there were few people that he could trust. But every time he brought someone else in it increased the risk. He laughed at the thought, stupid to be so cautious when what they were doing had already leaked, and leaked more than once, if he counted Blacker as well as Brice Smith..

It might have been a small team, but it was a good one. There were Pat Murphy and Dave Quinn, good Dubliners long known to him, Billy the Kid and Harry Connolly, handy to have around but more loyal to the dollar than to the man, and Kenny Charton, not very bright but a first rate driver. Sometimes he wondered if he ought to take some of the guys with him when he moved across, but he had not yet worked out how to explain, in a way that was believable, what was going to happen. Manpower remained a problem. Using part-timers, freelancers, chancers like Armitage, was always a risk, even if they remained on the outside. But he had no choice. The manhunt begun this morning had required more cover than his firm could handle on its own. He had put the word out, promising a good reward, but it had achieved nothing and started all sorts of speculation. Worse, he could blow his cover over this – Pat, Dave, and even Charlie, had been drafted into short-term recruitment. If a police informer had been approached, and there were plenty of them around, the story could be traced back to him and to the Travel Agents.

He thought about Blacker. Brice Smith’s information was usually reliable, but the man seemed such an obvious patsy that he began to wonder. Perhaps the Englishman was playing a more devious game than he realised.

The Irishman rummaged through a drawer until he found an address book. Armitage may have been a mistake. He was too nosy and he was too cheeky. Although he had never been given any information beyond what was necessary for him to do his job, he was smart enough to have learned a good deal more. He made a mental note to review the permanent termination of Fred’s contract, and punched in the telephone number. The usual signal, ring twice and then replace the receiver, if Billy was there he would recognise it and know who it was when he rang again.

No answer.

He ended the call and then punched the repeat.

No answer again.

He tried Billy’s mobile number, the Kid would be pissed off if he was on the job when it rang but he needed to know if the shop assistant had been topped.

All he got was the messaging service, which was a waste of time.

He tried Fred’s number again.

Five minutes later and he still could not get through. Donovan had no way of knowing what had happened, or that the handset had been damaged during the fight between Blacker and Armitage, but he began to feel uneasy. It irritated him, this incompleteness; it felt like he was not in control.

The Irishman crossed to the window and stared out into the darkness. It had been his fault for tying the two jobs together. When Brice Smith had first blackmailed him, he had drawn clear demarcations. He might be forced to do the Englishman’s dirty work for him, but only within his own rules. That way he could guarantee results. But this time he had allowed the need to move fast to compromise his normal caution. He had acted without proper preparation, without planning and worse; a Brice Smith trigger had stimulated it all. He should have been much more questioning before accepting that Blacker was a mole, a leak that needed to be plugged. Perhaps the information was false; perhaps the Englishman had his own reasons for sending Donovan off to kill the shop assistant. There was an important lesson in this. He had become careless, over confident, and in this game that could be fatal.

At that moment the door opened and Donovan’s thoughts were interrupted by the return of Charlie Starr. He was an accountant by training, a bit of a con man, and an old villain with a great deal of experience. There was no violence in him, but he and Mick worked together well and had known each other for years. They had long ago met in the Kesh. Charlie, a scouser, had been caught in a laundered money scam that he had been running on behalf of an illegal loyalist group, turning the proceeds of bank raids and burglaries into ready money but skimming off the top in the process. The Ulstermen had shopped him after giving him a physical reminder of their annoyance that had necessitated several months in hospital before his trial. Donovan was doing time for gun running; originally on active service with the Irish Republican Army, he had become an independent. Starr had always been a loner. Both freelancers, they were outsiders compared with most of the other prisoners, and had formed a friendship. They had since worked together several times and there was a mutual trust cemented by experience.

“Where the hell have you been?” Donovan snapped.

“Don’t shout at me, Michael,” responded Charlie. “I’ve had a bugger of a day.” He collapsed into a chair. “We had the Old Bill here earlier asking about Blacker. They saw that twat Bristow so they learned nothing. And I’d no sooner got rid of them than that cockney tear-arse Stevenson turned up, all excited. Since then he’s had me over half London. He swears blind that he almost had him, but that he met up with another feller and took off in a taxi. We’ve been out looking for the cab. It was a total waste of time. I’ve paid a fortune for crap info.’” He grinned tiredly. “Come to think of it, I don’t know what we’d have done if we’d found Blacker. That Lennie has even less bottle than I have.”

“Don’t worry, Charlie. While you’ve been pissing around Billy has got him. Tell Pat to call of the hunt.”

While Starr got on the mobile to ring Murphy and Charton so that word could be put out, Donovan moved toward the filing cabinet, the dark mood of a moment before gone. “This is what we need, a drop of Black Bush.” With a flourish he produced from the drawer an unopened bottle of Bushmills whiskey.

Outside it had begun to snow again.


 The room was a standard box; twin beds, television, tea tray, and a small bathroom en suite. They had detoured to Hounslow on the way to the Airport and, taking advantage of Billy’s money, John had bought himself some clean underwear, better fitting clothing and a suitcase. Armed with luggage they drove into Heathrow, parked the car in the long stay and took the bus to Terminal 2. Once there, as though they had just flown in, they found a cab and were taken to the Radisson Edwardian Hotel.

Registration was simple. He presented one of the gunman’s credit cards and the receptionist took a swipe without a second glance. In no time they were snug within the anonymity of a large hotel. Blacker lay back on a bed and stretched. He was watching the television while Jenny took a bath. They had already made love, she surprising him in the shower just after they had arrived. This time it was gentler. Again it was a catharsis, but also more, perhaps the beginning of something deeper.

The TV news had just begun. There was a good deal of speculation about Menaka Devi and Jonathan Bartlett’s deaths as well as a detailed résumé of their crimes. The murder of his wife, Mary, had been linked with the double killings - though only by innuendo - and the police wanted to interview him in connection with their inquiries. An old photograph of John Blacker was shown on screen. He had no idea where they had dug it up but it was very out of date. There was another hint in the police spokesman’s statement that the man they were looking for may have been the perpetrator of all three murders, and the public were warned that he could be dangerous. There was no reference to the fact that he had been in custody. Neither was there any news item about bodies found in a flat in Ealing. John was sceptical about that; it did not mean that they had not been discovered.

He dismissed his worries. For the next twelve hours he was going to take full advantage of this blessed respite. No one would find them in an anonymous hotel room. It was a heaven sent opportunity to recover both mentally and physically from the recent ordeal. He stretched out on the soft bed and, ignoring the continuing murmur of the television, fell asleep for the first time since his wife’s murder had woken him.


 Grey fog.

As the mist cleared he found himself walking along a narrow cobbled street. To each side were one and two storey buildings, graceful whitewashed walls and red tiled roofs, the kind of houses that could be found on the Mediterranean coast of Spain or Portugal, though he could see mountain peaks towering above, cold and glacial. The warm sun on his back reflected coldly back from where snow and ice had found a precarious foothold within crack or crevasse on the sheer granite slopes brooding over the village.

His feet took him toward a large open area, green and fertile with shrubs and trees. Strange and luxurious orchids bloomed all about, adding a heady fragrance to the warm breeze. To one side was a large ornate structure, a six storey building much newer and grander than the dwellings he had just passed. Without transition he was somewhere inside, gliding along narrow corridors between endless bookshelves. Aisle after aisle of volumes large and small, some dusty and neglected, others frequently used. In the darker reaches of the library there were neat rows of books thickly cobwebbed, and in better lit regions there were others stacked slipshod with battered corners and well thumbed pages. There were no paperbacks, no obvious best sellers, not even recognisably technical works or encyclopaedias. Many were scrolls of parchment, tightly wound and bound about with cords; some were more recognisable as books but made of materials other than paper; linen or bark or some curious gold material with the appearance of sheet metal. Then there were others that were immense, thickset, bound in leather with metal clasps locking their contents inside. They looked like the volumes in the chained library at Hereford cathedral. These last were stained and discoloured for the most part, and of great age. It was as though he had stumbled into some immense antiquarian repository.

He held a hand out toward the shelves, curious to see what manner of works they held, and with startling suddenness a book flew into his palm as though his flesh was a magnet and its covers were made of steel. Although large and imposing there was no sensation of weight, no strain upon his wrist. The volume opened itself and he cast his eyes upon the revealed pages. For a moment the words remained incomprehensible, curious hieroglyphics upon the parchment, and then vision shifted and with sudden clarity he read – ‘Stick with it, John, whatever shit they throw at you, you are not on your own’.

As he looked at the words they blurred, then the book closed itself with a snap and, abruptly, he was elsewhere. Water caused him to gag as he tried to breath. He was deep beneath some unknown ocean, struggling to rise as lungs burned. He could not hold his breath any longer but, as he sank, despairing, all sensation faded and mist came down.

For a time all was greyness, but then there was a hint of something at the limit of comprehension. Adrift in the nothingness, he struggled to seize the sensation. Emotion washed over him, love tinged with regret, and though the feeling had gone almost at once, he felt a tantalising familiarity, an instant recognition deep within his psyche; though consciousness, dreaming or otherwise, could not identify from where it came.

Then there was oblivion.


 A battered Sherpa van drove slowly into the residents parking area at the rear of the flats in Portman Square. It had started snowing again and the vehicle left deep tracks as it pulled in to one side by the Co-op Stores delivery entrance. Two men climbed out; given the cold it was not surprising that they were both heavily clothed, even their faces were obscured by parka hoods.

The Irishman had telephoned a very special service. It made sense to employ professionals when disposing of human remains. Bodies had an unfortunate habit of resurfacing unless proper precautions were taken. The dustmen guaranteed a permanent solution. An expensive service but a useful one; there was always a motorway or a bypass somewhere being built or repaired. They would also, on occasion and for a price, undertake other useful tasks. Donovan, fretting at the lack of contact from Billy and wary of exposing his own face, had called in the dustmen and asked them to check and, if necessary, to dispose of anything that needed disposing.

The two men worked fast; the bad weather and the dark night made this an easy job but they took no chances. The occupant of the front passenger seat was out of the vehicle as soon as it stopped moving. He ran lightly up the stairs at the rear of the flats; sure footed on the slippery, snow covered steps, and straight to the door of number forty-two. A softly lit bell push glowed in the dark. He pressed it, and then listened to its muted ring. It was important to establish that this was the right place, and also to take precautions against the possibility that there might still be live inhabitants. He waited a long moment, and then pressed again.

Nothing happened.

The man unzipped the front of the heavy nylon coat and took out a pencil torch. He flashed the light briefly at the lock, a Yale, and then swapped it for a small cloth roll. Opening it up revealed a number of curiously shaped pieces of hardwire, matt black and almost invisible in the darkness. His hand hesitated for a moment over the pieces of metal before selecting a lock pick with a diamond head. He also took out the tension tool and, after placing the soft roll carefully on the snow covered floor of the balcony, turned his attention to the Yale.

Pin tumbler locks are commonplace. They contain a series of spring driven pins in different configurations that prevent the core being rotated unless the correctly shaped key is inserted and turned. For an expert with the right tools, gaining entry is child’s play. Holding the lock under tension he would slide the pick in and carefully lift each pin until it slips into place. Once all have been aligned, he merely twists the tension tool and the lock will turn.

Five seconds after the man selected the diamond pick the door to number forty-two was open.

No time was wasted. He stooped, rewound and returned the soft cloth roll to his inside pocket, zipped up his coat and retraced his steps to join his colleague.

The rear of the van had already been opened and a square aluminium box, large enough to hold a body if you were not squeamish about how it fitted, was visible. Together, the two men carried it up the stairs toward the entrance to the flat. A moment later both were in the hall, the container between them. Neither said a word. The first checked the kitchen while the second man moved down the hall and opened the lounge door.

The two bodies lay as before, one in the arms of the plastic chair, the other on the floor. Billy lay on his back where John had left him, the street lighting lit up his face, eyes wide, expressionless, empty. Fred, slumped with his back to the window, was in darkness, and at first the man did not see him. Then something, instinct, caused him to look more closely. At first, the body in the chair could have been alive, and he tensed, hands rigid in preparation for violent action, but the lack of any response eased the tension. He stretched across and lifted Armstrong’s arm in order to test for a pulse. There was no need. The corpse was cold and stiffening. The man had been dead for some time.

His companion, who had checked out the rest of the flat, entered the room. He knelt by Billy and started to search his pockets. Blacker’s blood stained wallet and driving licence were soon found. Another pencil beam of light stabbed out for several seconds and was then extinguished.

“This is the guy,” he muttered. There was a slight annoyance in his voice over the lack of valuables, usually a perk of the job. He had already decided that Billy’s watch was not worth stealing.

“What shall we do with the other stiff?” His companion whispered.

“Take him as well. Do you know who he is?” A quick search revealed a small leather case that John had missed; the credit cards were all in the name of Frederick Armitage.

Wallet, driving licence and plastic were carefully put to one side while the corpses were disposed of. Rigor mortis was a known problem and methods had been developed to deal with it. In this case the heavy rubber hammers and elastic harnesses were unnecessary. Thick leather belts were produced and each body trussed up, put in the aluminium chest and removed to the van below. Nobody saw them at their grizzly work and the vehicle parked below remained unnoticed and unremarked.

The final task was to tidy up the lounge. The bookcase was righted and the books replaced. The broken television, together with the carpet upon which Billy had bled his life away, also went into the van. The walls and furniture were washed clean of blood and examined carefully for evidence of violence. A number of bullets were dug out of the walls and woodwork and the holes filled with quick acting epoxy cement. They missed the slugs that Blacker had fired at the ceiling. All door handles and hard surfaces were wiped. It helped to confuse those who might later try to reconstruct the events that had taken place in the room.

In less than thirty minutes the dustmen had completed their task, relocked the front door, and driven away. By midnight the two bodies plus the other items taken from the flat were buried within fifty cubic yards of cement; and Michael Donovan had the documents which proved to his satisfaction that John Blacker, together with Fred Armitage, were no longer of this world. It was a time for celebration, for more Black Bush, although he was still concerned about the whereabouts of Billy the Kid.

If the Irishman had been thinking straighter, had drunk less Irish whiskey, he might have wondered more. For, if he had really believed that Blacker had been the resilient and enterprising mole suggested by Brice Smith, then he might have begun to puzzle out the possible truth of the situation

But that was not to be, and by the time he went to bed he was worrying about other things.


 A belly full of Irish whiskey was a cheat. It promised sleep, even brought it for a short period, and then grew querulous, demanded attention and guaranteed insomnia. Donovan liked to portray himself as the hard man who allowed nothing to get in the way, and that was how many people saw him, and yet the reality was different. This was a good operation, which provided him with a substantial and secure source of both income and capital. The European Community had created a thousand easy ways to make money, exploit its boundaries, and take advantage of the discontinuities that had been created as individual governments continued to pursue their own narrow national policies in a host of areas. It was a much more relaxed way of making an illegal buck than armed robbery, murder or dealing in prohibited substances. It beat carving out a territory in London or Dublin, with all the attendant problems involved in managing protection, prostitution and drug supply. A couple or three years and he would have disappeared into anonymity, relaxing on some warm beach for the rest of his life. But that was not going to happen.

The Irishman had learned the killing trade a long time ago while an active member of the IRA. Not that his connection with Republicanism had anything to do with his political beliefs, for Donovan had no ideals other than those concerned with his own pleasure and protection. A taste for death, developed early and honed in the company of violent patriots, was an easy indulgence on the streets of Belfast and Londonderry. But success bred notoriety, and with a price on his head the fun was undermined by the risk. Donovan did a deal with the British Army, he did a deal with the UDR, he did a deal with everybody; and if any of those disparate elements ever came together to compare notes his life expectancy, even today, would be non-existent.

A spell as a mercenary, a long way away from the politics of Ireland, and the luck to be on the winning side, had earned him contacts of a different kind on the continent of Africa. It was curious that he had first met Masuta in Northern Ireland. The big black man had been a lance corporal in the Royal Scots and, although he had given himself many promotions since, Donovan still remembered him as a naive squaddie, trying to buy drugs in a bar on the Falls Road. He could have died then, easily, but the Irishman was bored and an unlikely friendship was born. A decade later, when Masuta came out of the jungle leading an army of Mashumbuca tribesmen, he had seen an opportunity. The Upper Puanda was a mosquito ridden hellhole in the heart of Africa, but it had one saving grace, it was a long way from Ireland. When civil war broke out between the ruling Bindi and the more numerous but ill educated and underprivileged Mashumbuca, both the West and the Soviet Bloc grew nervous. The cold war was still alive and Masuta was financed by the Soviets, anxious to create another foothold in Africa. The Americans supported the legal government and by implication the Bindi, ignoring the decade of attempted genocide that had gone before, and a bloody jungle war erupted. Donovan needed a bolthole at that time. It was an opportunity to practice his trade, and the big black had welcomed him.

Much later when looking for a backer for his current enterprise, he had known exactly how he could make it work but it required some millions in set up costs, he had thought of Masuta. The Field Marshall and Emperor of the Upper Puanda had alienated both his communist backers before they disappeared and the Western capitalists that had followed, and turned his country from poverty stricken to destitute. But he had become very rich in the process and he was interested in a lucrative investment in Europe. Things were beginning to get difficult back home, there was an opposition that managed to survive all attempts to wipe them out, and the mass murders, widespread torture and the unpleasant and frequently fatal personal habits of the Emperor, were getting widespread media coverage in the developed world. If he could triple his Swiss nest egg within two to three years, then Masuta would abandon his throne. He may have been mad, but he was no fool.

The process of transferring money and setting up a company was tricky, but he had managed the technical pieces. What was irritating was that they had been exposed so quickly. A great deal of care had gone into establishing the front business, developing legitimate activities, and recruiting clean employees. The cash had just started to flow, new opportunities were appearing almost daily; it was amazing the ease with which phantom surpluses could be created and subsidies claimed, the way that real products could increase in value by transporting them from south to north, the sloppiness of the bureaucracy, the greed of officials and the almost open way that corruption was condoned in some parts of the Community.

One morning Donovan was in his office when the phone rang. He had always known that as the business expanded it would be inevitable that it would come to the attention of some authority or other. They had a number of contingency plans to protect themselves from being probed too closely, and at some point as pressure grew he would wind up the operation; but that should be at least two years away after making a sizeable profit. The Irishman was somewhere in the files of half a dozen different police authorities and a number of intelligent services, but he had dropped out of sight years before and he was using a different name. He did not therefore see himself as the weak point in the organisation, but the telephone call was disturbing.

“Michael John Donovan, also known as Michael Keegan and Michael Donnelly?” The voice was clipped, public school.

“Who the hell is this?”

“On 23rd January last you arranged to have ten pounds of heroin brought in from Amsterdam hidden in the spare tyre of a coach, registration number R489 BAR. The driver’s name was one Kenneth Charton and the courier on board was Frederick Armstrong.”

Donovan cursed. He did not normally transport drugs, too dangerous despite the potential profit and there were some very nasty people involved in that game, but his key contact in the Commission had become a little too involved with some heavy villains. It had been a way of getting him off that hook and more firmly on to the Irishman’s. A favour for a favour, but a mistake it appeared.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“I want to do you a favour,” was the patronising reply, ignoring his questions. “You are back on our books, Paddy, but I can change all that, even ensure protection from other nosy authorities.”

The Irishman was intrigued. It sounded like protection, but the voice did not sound right for a simple rip off. They met in a club. It was important to do everything to ensure that their meeting, what was said, was not recorded. The building – once a decent pub - was a seething mass of kids all bouncing about to head banger music, but he spotted the mystery caller at first sight; the dark blue blazer, smartly creased sports trousers and old school tie marked him as different even though he was only in his twenties. The watery blue eyes and double chin were misleading; the Englishman was dangerous. He claimed to work for a branch of the British security services, a clandestine group necessary now that the M.I.s had got religion and gone public. Donovan had never known the truth of it, but the man had access to classified information and was influential in the corridors of power, that much was certain.

“I have a proposition for you,” he shouted in the Irishman’s ear, inaudible a foot away. They were both sweating under the strobe lights, clutching each other, a tiny island of stillness amongst the gyrating bodies. “Incidentally, don’t you think that we are just a touch out of place?”

“I’d rather that than have some bastard with a direction mike, a video with a telephoto lens and a box of electronic tricks, recording everything we say and do. What’s the proposition?”

“You’re a killer, Donovan. You were an IRA thug, you killed for Masuta and you are known to have murdered at least six times for gain and sometimes just for the sheer hell of it. I have proof, names, dates, and witnesses, enough to make life very unpleasant for you. You were turned in Ireland. I have the files. You squealed to the UDR in order to save your skin. You shopped four IRA active units and you helped one or two glory boys into the next world. Not everything has changed in Ireland. There are many of your old friends still around who would get very annoyed, once they see proof. How long do you think you would last?”

“All right, you’ve made your point.” Donovan was shaken. It would be easy in the crush to slip a knife between the bastard’s ribs, but that would not solve anything. The Englishman was too careful to have come to this meeting unprepared, and at the time the Irishman thought that he was dealing with an organisation. “What do you want?”

“I’m proposing a deal. I will put a job your way from time to time. You do what you’re told and no questions asked. Nothing too onerous. In return, you can continue to run your little scam. I’ll make sure that the authorities look the other way. You’ve got a good team; you should be able to manage this with no sweat.”

“You want your own private murder squad, is that what you want?”

“If you like.” Brice Smith smiled. “Think of it this way. You’ll be working for the Government.” And then he laughed; an unpleasant bray that was instantly swallowed in the din about them.

The Irishman had agreed. Not that there was much else that he could do. But he soon came to the conclusion that what he was engaged upon had little to do with any authorities. The Englishman had been as good as his word. There had been no hint of any interest in his other activities. Not that it will last, Donovan thought, mind still active despite the whiskey he had drunk, Brice Smith was too obvious; he took risks without realising it, the summons to his Whitehall office was a case in point. He now knew that the man was the private secretary to Mortimer Grills, the Home Secretary. If he truly were part of some clandestine security service he would not have been found within a thousand miles of a Government minister. Donovan had to find out who he was working for. He needed a way out and even if he had been prepared to ditch the Travel Agents, running was no solution. If the word was dropped in the wrong place some of those who would be looking for him had very long arms.

In the middle of the night, the dream encounters seemed plausible. In daylight he was never quite so sure, but Vannood’s proposition was becoming more attractive and he had to do something. The Irishman had considered the possibility that he was going insane, that his subconscious was manufacturing an illusory escape for him, but he had soon abandoned that idea. Donovan had no imagination, had never read a work of fiction, it was simply not within him to have conjured such a fantastical fabrication.

The regular contacts between him and the glimmerman were well on the way to creating an irrevocable commitment. Vannood’s plan appeared to suit them both, though neither had revealed the totality of the problems in their home world. Donovan had never explained the stranglehold which Brice Smith exercised over him or Masuta’s expectations, while the sorcerer had never described the Lord Protector’s strengths except in derogatory terms; nonetheless, the beauty of the plan was that while the skills each had were not enough to overcome their current problems, a swap would bring new powers to bear on an old stalemate.

Through the night they exchanged knowledge about their respective worlds, the power structure, the environment, its flora and fauna. Both men were amazed and intrigued, the Irishman by the empty land that was Camborne, there for the taking but for a few primitively armed guards, the Arturan by the complexity that was Earth, its teeming billions, its technology, its richness and its wealth.

Donovan sighed. Sleep was as far away as ever. And life was getting even more complicated. In addition to the half serious preparations for a transfer between worlds, of coping with the demands and threats of Brice Smith, and with tidying up a bungled hit, Masuta was beginning to get restless. He had promised high returns for the African’s investment within two years, but circumstances change and the reason was obvious. Investing most of the cash he had stolen from the Upper Puanda treasury made sense when the Irishman could promise a very much higher rate of return than his Swiss bank. But the natives were getting restless, torture and oppression were failing to control the population, a popular uprising was in progress in the north, and while Masuta publicly claimed total control, privately he was demanding liquid funds and threatening dire consequence if the Irishman did not deliver. The African despot would soon be running.

Beset by problems in every direction, Vannood’s proposition looked more and more attractive. It would be a new start with a whole world to conquer. The only thing that Donovan would miss would be Bushmills. But if he went he could always take a few cases with him.




CHAPTER EIGHT

The Keep

Albermarle was unhappy. He may not have been smart, but he could sense when something was wrong. A big shaggy man, barrel bodied and loose limbed, the dog-man looked what he was, for Vannood had created him from a mountain hound. A misshapen St Bernard, physique complemented by a long doleful face framed by hairy jowls and characterised by enormous, soft brown eyes. Albemarle whined, a small quiet sound of misery, and curled himself up even tighter against the door of his master’s study. He had been camped there for many hours, worrying the world away. The glimmerman was often absent for long periods of time, sometimes unexpectedly, but he knew this was different. An unquestioning loyalty was strong within his breed, and instinct told him that there was trouble brewing.

Suddenly Albermarle straightened, ears pricked up, inside his head he could hear the master calling. He jumped to his feet, bones creaking after the long vigil, and galloped down the spiral stairs leading from the tower to the living quarters below. He moved awkwardly as he descended, still uncomfortable after a lifetime of using only his hind legs. Vannood called again, but the mental voice was faint. For the first time since his servant had known him the sorcerer’s sending was weak. The dog within the man grew frightened and he whimpered as he ran.

The glimmerman had taken apprentices in earlier years, convinced that he could bend them to his will as they progressed, but he had learned that the ambition of others would always transcend any attempt to control. Direct mind manipulation of another human being was possible, even easy in some circumstances. But maintaining dominance required constant effort.. Even he needed to sleep, and without continuous surveillance the ensorcelled individual would regain control and worse, might remember who had managed him. This he had learned at some risk to his life, a livid scar on his left arm attesting to the nearness of disaster. Vannood preferred, therefore, to influence behaviours indirectly, through dreams or subtle insinuations into the unsuspecting mind. And for companions and servants he discovered that animals, recreated as human simulacra, were much more manageable.

The Lord Protector’s palace was a mile away and five hundred yards lower. Albermarle ran as fast as he could, using knuckles at times in his haste as he scrabbled through the passages, alleyways and cramped courtyards of the city-castle. It was late, more than a day since Vannood’s confrontation with the king, and the moonless sky allowed little illumination except where glimmer-glow flickered before substantial residences, protecting against thief or burglar. The dog-man was unconcerned, he had little need of light, mage borne or otherwise, Vannood had enhanced his night sight until a little starlight was more than enough to see his way.

Murmeria had grown through the centuries, and there had been little planning in its development. As Artura had prospered and become pre-eminent in the land of Camborne, many had flocked to its capital city to marvel, to petition the King and to stay. The only rule of construction was that it had to be of stone and to be built strong. Over a thousand years a goodly proportion of the granite in the Trigarer mountains to the south had been transported by cart and by glimmer across the land to the city, there to be masoned into blocks for dwellings and ale houses, buildings for apothecaries, theatres, factories, stables, blacksmiths, bakers, pie vendors and grocers and a hundred other shop keeps and trades. The original walls of the Murmeria fortress marked the limits of the city. No building was allowed beyond the perimeter, and for a mile in every direction the land remained bare and uncultivated, a grim reminder of its violent past.

Albermarle found his way unerringly through the myriad of passageways and alleys. One of the complexities of a thousand years of construction was that many large buildings had a number of entrances to be found at different levels, some enclosed by later erections. Often, structures piled one upon another had created granite caves that, unless mage or oil lit, remained dark and gloomy on the brightest summer’s day. The gate that was the entrance to the palace’s dungeons was close to the natural level of the land on which the city was built, old to antiquity, unlit and obscure, and with the ancient stones of its passageway running in water. One of the Glimmer Guild’s key tasks was to work upon the walls, renewing the glimmer strength that enabled them to withstand the immensity of weight that rose above. But, while magic maintained its strength, the sheer bulk of granite created its own sense of brooding claustrophobia.

At the entrance to the building, door shuttered against the night, boxes, bags and bins were stacked in a scattered pile ready to be cleared that morning. This was the previous day’s refuse and so the stench was muted, but it was still an unsavoury and unpleasant atmosphere, fetid with the smell of past effluent. The dog-man wrinkled his nose in disgust: the change, which had allowed him to keep his canine senses, had given him human squeamishness.

Amongst the detritus by the iron gate lay a bundle of rags. It moved as he approached. It was the master. Albermarle whimpered in sympathy, and then scrabbled about the rubbish until he was able to uncover Vannood and lift him to his feet. The glimmerman was a pitiful sight, shirt ripped to shreds by the lash, torn flesh and linen merged under a dried crust of lacerated skin and blood. The long, multi-tongued, Arturan whip was designed to flay chest as well as back, and in places the white of rib bones could be seen framed by cuts so deep two fingers could have been inserted within them. It had been a mistake to use his skills to heal as he was whipped, the guards had simply worked in shifts until exhaustion had set in and he was past controlling what was happening. The tally of lashes had been numbered over a thousand and any other man would have long been dead, but Vannood was past taking pride in such a perverse achievement.

“Take me home,” the mage whispered, and then slipped back into unconsciousness as the dog-man lifted his master in his arms and carried him back to the tower.

Albermarle could not understand what had happened to the sorcerer, and his mind was full of fear as he stumbled through the night. If this could happen to one so powerful then what might that mean for those in his household? He shook his shaggy head in irritation at the pain of unaccustomed concentration and decided what to do. He would talk to Felix, the Major-domo; he was smart and would figure out what it meant.

Dawn was breaking in the east, touching the topmost towers with early light, as Vannood was undressed, washed, bandaged and put to bed. The cleaning of his wounds was much less painful that it might have been, for the mage revived sufficiently to create a small glimmer that reduced the discomfort to a distant tingle. Had he been stronger mentally, he could have healed himself, but his mind was exhausted, strained to the limits of endurance. A deep numbing tiredness pervaded his being, compounded by the anguish felt from the destruction of pride. Concentration eluded him and he was content to slip into a deep sleep.

Felix called a meeting of the household. Although Vannood’s study was a vast single room which comprised the whole of the top of the tower, it was reached by a spiral stairway of worn stone below which there were a large number of rooms, six floors of apartments, many furnished in dramatic and glimmer sourced ways. A man very much on his own, as the mage was, he did not stint on creature comforts, and to support such a life style he needed an army of servants to cook, clean and protect. In theory, he could have conjured the satisfaction of most needs, but the energy and the organisation required to manage a thousand points of detail would have depleted his powers, and there were other things upon which he wanted to focus his talents. Human servants were unreliable and sometimes dangerous, and so the mage had come up with an ingenious solution, the genetic moulding of animals into human simulacra. Although tampering with nature had been banned a thousand years before, memories had faded. His neighbours might remark upon the curious affinity some of his servants appeared to have with animals, but the gossip had not gone far enough to reach the ears of Tandariel, the Mage Protector.

Felix’s ancestors, for example, were cats, and he would have been a tabby but for Vannood manipulating his embryo and glimmering both shape and mind into a svelte, suave major domo. The feline’s natural tendencies toward cleanliness and order had been enhanced until they encompassed the entire household, ensuring that everywhere except the out of bounds study was pristine. In this task he had been given the support of three housemaids, Melia, Mollie, and Merta, glimmered from mice. Vannood enjoyed the irony of them being managed by a former predator. Identical in appearance and demeanour, they scurried about the house cleaning, washing, and tidying, in constant fear of their cat master.

The other members of the mage’s apartments were no less remarkable. Parc, a pig-man, was a remarkably fine chef, creating authentic and delicious dishes with the skills and talents that had been locked within his porcine form. He had been transformed rather than grown, and the opportunity to exercise his creativity had turned the animal into a devoted servant of the mage, always striving to delight his master with dishes that the most sophisticated use of glimmer could not create. Vannood enjoyed success all the more if it had been achieved using the most unpromising of material. His concubine was another example of perversity. Delilah had been shaped from rabbit material, but nothing of her ancestry showed in the parody of human sensuality that he had created. He had given her intelligence the minimum of enhancement, the sorcerer preferred his partners obedient, and had concentrated on her body. The result were impossible physical characteristics, tiny waist accentuating an hourglass figure, large firm breasts, long blonde hair, and a beautifully proportioned, classically Aryan face, spoiled by a hint of vacuity in the soft blue eyes.

The only dissension within the household, and one that amused Vannood so he permitted it to continue, was that between Felix, the manager of the apartments, and Task, the head of his house guard. The glimmerman had taken a litter of timber wolves and moulded them, male and female, into fierce and aggressive protectors. In this instance, compliance of the kind required in his other servants would have been counter productive. He had to find another way of controlling the guards, and he had succeeded by establishing himself as pack leader. It was simple to create the illusion of a large and powerful werewolf, and then beat Task in a fight for supremacy before the pack. Thereafter, control of the wolves was simple, although that leadership was dependent upon his ability, from time to time, to transform and best the young wolf-men who came forward to challenge. The fighting, though not a threat to him, became tedious, as did the constant need to exercise leadership to maintain dominance, and eventually he reinstated the previous pack leader, increasing his intelligence so that instinct became subservient to reason. There was some danger in this, but manageable so long as the wolf-man understood the realities of their relationship.

The wolves, a powerful defence force, had no instinctive loyalty. Tark was the key, a hulking brute over two yards in height, muscles threatening to burst through the leather armour that he wore; he ruled the pack through fear. He and Felix were opposites, canine and cat, male and female, brute strength and sophistication; it was inevitable that they would squabble. Fighting was not permitted, and on the one occasion that Vannood had caught them scrapping, sharpened nails and agility against strength and weight, he punished both, impressing upon them his power and the need for obedience in this respect. They still hated, though the battle was of words and wits, an unequal contest in which Felix always bested the wolf-man.

Dawn had full broken as the servants gathered in the morning room, named for the brightness that first showed itself here each day when the sun rose. The feud between cat and wolf was in abeyance; the animals were shocked by the mage’s condition.

“What to do? What to do? “What to do?” twittered the mice as they ran around the room straightening counterpanes and fluffing up cushions.

“Shut up for starters,” growled Task, frightening them further so that they scurried to a far corner of the room. He needed to think. If the master could be broken this way then he was not all-powerful. Could there be advantage in this. The leader of the pack fretted at the subservience he was compelled to display toward Vannood. He scowled at Felix, he had always hated the cat and longed to snap his neck, looked daggers at the pathetic Albermarle - stupid fawning dog, a disgrace to the canine species - and gazed with hooded eyes at Parc, the pig was too smart for his own good. Perhaps it was time that the Tower had a new master. At a gesture, Barl, Dirk and Spar moved to cover the windows and door.

Felix had called the meeting to order. “Our Lord is sorely wounded,” he cried to a chorus of squeaks from the mice-maids. “He is weak and his powers have been unable to heal him. I fear that he will die.” At this, Albermarle howled and Parc began to grunt in sympathy. The mouse trio began wringing their hands and weeping.

“Silence!” Task roared. “If Vannood is dying then so be it. I, for one, will not lose any sleep. There are going to be some changes around here, I can tell you. I am taking control. Felix, the time for a reckoning between us is here. Seize that stupid cat.” Spar and Riva, the two wolves closest, grabbed Felix and dragged him toward their leader. The animals screamed in fear, except for Albermarle who, with a growl, leapt upon one of the cat’s captors. There was brief flurry of fangs and fur before he was flung off into a corner of the room. Melia, Mollie and Merta squeaked and scampered about in circles. Parc snorted and looked at Task.

“I am the master now,” cried the wolf-man, answering the pig’s unspoken question. “And if you don’t want to end up on your own menu, Parc, I suggest you pay heed.”

“Barl,” he shouted at the number two in the pack. “Felix can be an example. Rip his belly open!” He bared his teeth in a dog grin, enjoying the gasp of horror that ran round the room. Only the cat made no sound.

“Are you sure?” Barl gulped. He had no inner rage like his leader, no desire to be top dog, which was why, though he was as big as Task he was the number two. “Our master is not yet dead. Is this wise?”

“You dare to question me!” The wolf-man drew himself up to his full height, the hair on his head and the back of his neck stood up in a ruff, and his teeth were bared in a snarl. If this were a challenge to his leadership it would not last long.

Barl looked round the room. He was did not want to fight Task. The other members of the pack avoided his eyes, Albermarle licked his wounds, and only Parc was a possible ally.

A quiet sound intruded into the tension in the room. A large disembodied question mark appeared, hanging in the air while a voice asked, “Who dares to disturb my rest?” It was Vannood, though his voice was quieter than they had ever heard it before.

Task was startled but reacted quickly. He was emboldened both by the softness of the query and the lack of a physical presence to answer with a roar. “Your day is done, glimmerman, I am leader of the pack now.”

“Indeed.” The voice sounded interested, almost amused. “And how do you propose to feed the household?”

“Feed them,” Task growled. “We’ll eat them.”

At this the mice-maids squealed and ran about agitatedly, but the others waited, breathlessly, for the master to respond.

“Very well.” Vannood’s voice was still soft, but something of power was manifesting itself within it. There was a loud bang, and suddenly the sorcerer stood in the middle of the room, lightening crackling about his person. It was theatrical, but he had long known how best to impress the menagerie. The pack howled and whimpered, Felix purred and Albermarle barked.

“It is a pity, Task, that you chose to behave in this way. You have been a valuable guard and I will miss you.”

With a roar, the big wolf leapt at the sorcerer, ready to tear his creator’s throat out.

Vannood flicked a negligent finger in the direction of attack, and three hundred pounds of fur, teeth and claws froze in mid air, heart stopped in an instant, and crashed to the floor. The wolves holding Felix let go and backed away.

“Barl,” the Glimmerman called. “You are now the captain of my guard, assuming that the pack will obey you.”

A whisper of assent rang round the room.

“Very well. Clear this refuse from my floor and be about your business. But be warned. Another attempt at rebellion and it won’t just be your leader that dies. I can grow other guards as easily as I grew you.”

A sudden clap of thunder and Vannood was gone, collapsing back into his bed, drained once again to the limits of his strength. It did not matter; two or three days and he would be recovered, but the incident reinforced his earlier decision. His time in Camborne was coming to an end and the sooner the better.


 The news of Pauli’s death had come to Murmeria from shaman dream to several of the Mage Protector’s apprentice glimmermen. Although the Lord Chancellor had, at first, questioned the accuracy of such a medium, there were many precedents to confirm its efficacy, and it being received by so many was final confirmation. For the first time in his long life Kalanuth felt old. Although sick at the loss of Pauli, he had set aside his own emotions, and it was the demands of history and of the land and people he held in trust that most weighed him down. Faramond was now his only son, but his shoulders were very young upon which to rest the fate of a world. Perhaps he should have heeded the Chancellor, found another wife and grown more children. Too late now, he had neither the energy nor the inclination for such a notion. But if he could not get more sons, Faramond could. Get him to bed with an appropriate match and babies would quickly follow.

He looked across the low table at Pariman. The two men were sitting in the Lord Protector’s private apartments. The litter of bottles, glasses and dirty plates bore mute testimony to the many hours that had passed since Kalanuth had ordered the guard outside to forbid entry to any other, dismissed his body servants, and given himself up to the contemplation of a bleak future.

The room was furnished with delicate wall coverings, warm wool carpets and comfortable buffalo hide sofas. Both carpet and decorations were faded in places, for his wife had decorated the apartment long before her death, and he had refused to change any part of it. The comfortable familiarity had no power this day to ease the pain in his heart, and as the dawn spilled across the floor through the enormous bay windows - that same early light which picked out Albermarle struggling home with his burden - he could see only the worn fabrics, the dusty murals, decay and the end of things.

“Faramond must marry,” he said. There was silence while the Chancellor digested the suggestion, though it was not new, he had voiced such an idea some hours ago.

“One of the Bengali princesses would be a suitable match,” he suggested. “There are enough of them to suit almost any taste, and a re-cementing of the alliance between our countries would do no harm. Moreover, if the Khan’s fecundity is anything to go by, they’ll be fertile enough to provide a veritable army of offspring in no time at all.”

“So be it. You had better handle the negotiations. The matter may have become urgent, but a proper dowry would still be fitting. By the Binding, Pariman, this is a dreadful business; if it had only been Pauli that we are seeking to betroth. The fates are truly unkind to an old man.”

The Lord Chancellor looked at his King and his friend. He had known what it had cost when Macca had been killed and Kalanuth had banished his eldest son. He had supported the decision, arguing that it was in the long-term interests of the kingdom. Pariman had a shrewd suspicion how the two sons had come to duel but, with the death of Pauli, who at the time had refused to say anything other than to take full responsibility for his brother’s death, there was little possibility of the truth of it surfacing.

“Vannood has a good deal more to answer for this day,” he suggested, knowing that Kalanuth shared his suspicions.

“Indeed; and I will have that scoundrel’s head in time,” the King replied, “But without proof I cannot act.” He stared at the dawn’s early light for a long moment before continuing, “I am afraid that it is time for the Mage Protector to retire. We must find a sorcerer to counter Vannood at a glimmer level; it is not enough to rely on the power of Calariel’s seal and the strong right arm of Danlo Den. Our old friend Tandariel is senile. I have let him alone for too long out of friendship, and it has become a serious risk.”

The Lord Chancellor had many times suggested this action to Kalanuth but nothing in his tone reminded the King of the fact. “I agree. If we are to catch the foul sorcerer we must use his own tricks. He is too clever to leave more than a trace to hint at his evil. The Mage Protector has several promising young apprentices. Do you wish me to begin selection tests?”

“No.” Kalanuth’s voice was sharp. “Such as they would be no match for Vannood, and I could not give them protection as they developed for that would undermine their glimmer power. There is only one source of strength from which a worthy ally may be found. We must seek a replacement from Maccalia’s Keep.”

“I thought that was legend,” Pariman said after a long pause, “or at least degenerated into superstition, for I know that it did exist at one time.”

“It exists. The Mage Protector, when he was hale, spoke several times of its revival under the leadership of an exceptional lady. Her name is Quaxilla. It was Tandariel’s view that when the time came to consider his successor, we should look to the Keep. I thought little of it at the time, but now we must find the best available. I will send Danlo Den to the Northern Mountains to seek Quaxilla out.”

“Is that wise?” protested the Lord Chancellor. “We have already sent Bishop Boludar to the South to find poor Pauli’s body and bring it home. If I am in Bengali and the Commander of the Elite Guard is in Myeria, you are left unprotected.”

The King considered; his face grew cold and implacable. “You forget, old friend, I am quite capable of protecting myself. Let Vannood try something and perhaps Danlo Den’s journey will become unnecessary.” Grief had been put behind him. Kalanuth was, once again very much the Lord Protector.


 “‘Tis not true, Britie, I would not let that arrogant, self opinionated, egotistical bore near my bed, pretty as he is,” shouted Corumbine, stamping her feet; face flushed and a little angry.

“Marka was not near your bed,” countered Delicia, joining in the argument, “he was well and truly in it.”

Before Corumbine could respond to this fresh challenge, it was Angelica who interrupted. As the eldest by more than two years, the others deferred to her in matters of the heart, though in little else.

“Do not tease our sister,” she demanded. “You know that she takes such things more seriously than we. It is unkind to upset her. Besides,” she continued, changing the subject, “there is a much more interesting development at hand. You know that the Lord Sepitur was seen riding with Marina, the Duchess of Kimber and the very essence of purity, while the Duke was off hunting in the North?”

“Of course we do. Angelica,” replied Embeline, the fifth sister; low down in the pecking order and rarely listened to, she was eager to demonstrate that her knowledge of gossip was the equal of any other. “No one believed it at first because of her spotless reputation, but both servants and gate guards saw them together riding out of the South Entry.”

“But what you do not know is that while his Grace and consort are staying in the castle they are in separate apartments. The Duke has a peculiarity of taste, I hear, which only servant girls will indulge for him. But that is not the point of my story. Anna, my bed maid, told me when I was getting dressed this morning that Sepitur had spent the last two nights in the Duchess’s bedchamber. Moreover, the state of her sheets confirmed that they were not just whispering sweet nothings to each other. You know, he has a reputation for energetic and frequent spendings. If she wants to keep such a liaison secret, she should do her own laundry.”

The sisters laughed loudly both at the thought of the high minded Duchess cuckolding her husband, and at the idea of nobility washing bed clothes; all except Frenella, the youngest, who said quietly as the merriment subsided, “Sheets can be switched, and there are plenty mean enough to invent such a tale about the sweet Marina. For a silver penny I could have concocted an equally scandalous tale about any one of you.”

“Don’t be silly,” Angelica retorted, irritated at the youngster’s impertinent interruption. “My maid would never tell me anything but truth.”

The conversation turned to older gossip and the sisters began to swap scandals, ever more fantastical in an attempt to top each other. Frenella kept her own council. Listening to the gossip that gave her elders so much pleasure was boring, but it also disquieted her. There was something unhealthy about this focus upon trivia, and she could never reconcile herself to it. However, while she may have been young and gauche in the eyes of Angelica, she was wise enough not to waste her energies in argument.

The sisters were enjoying the sunlight warming the walled garden within which they sat upon cushions on the grass and gossiped. The palace, which had been their home for all their lives and from which they rarely stirred, was situated in the heart of Hamara City. The capital of the land of Bengali was found near the Snow Mountains in the north of the country. Most working Bengalis were a dour and humourless people with a cold fatalism that was in marked contrast to their betters. All the gaiety and the frivolity of the nation were concentrated in the empty heads of the nobility. The common folk did not resent this curious fact or chafe against the conspicuous waste, rather they enjoyed their own certain superiority, comforted in the fact that the aristocracy neither knew any better nor could do any different. A mutual scorn between the classes created strong stability within the social structure; the serious people of Bengali created its wealth and the foolish squandered it. It was the natural order, never questioned except by the curious foreigner, uncomprehending why both classes were comfortable with the balance.

The Khan of Bengali, Mehir Maklim, had no sons, though his propensity to father bastards was well known. In all there were twenty such, all girls. In addition he had six legitimate daughters, born within wedlock though from different mothers. These were both the greatest joy of his life and the biggest curse. Without a male heir, the kingdom would be gained by whoever married the daughter upon whom he decided to bestow the right of succession. In consequence, every petty noble in the land sought to bed and then to win the heart of one of these wayward offspring in the hope that they might wed a future queen. But the girls were wilful, showing no thought for the future of Bengali and resisting every blandishment of would be seducers, although often enjoying the seduction.

The Khan had married four times. Queens very different from each other with those differences reflected in their daughters. Angelica, the daughter of the Dowager Empress Eugeline, had a full voluptuous figure and a voracious appetite for men. In her thirties, she claimed there was no need and had no desire to wed, playing the field and enjoying the notoriety which royal status bestowed.

Britie and Corumbine were full sisters, their mother, Emelie, long dead but reincarnated in her daughters. They were similar in colouring and stature, with slight boyish figures, pale complexion, black curls and gentle downcast eyes. In temper, this image was transformed as eyes became direct and piercing and cheeks grew red and angry, but mostly the two girls looked the image of piety, a picture much at odds with their flighty and immodest behaviour.

Delicia and Embeline were also full sisters, though their faces, one long and thin the other round and doughy, could not have been more different. Their bodies were similar in that both were short and pear shaped, and bore mute evidence to an addiction to sticky cakes and sugared drinks. Their dead mother, Marilla, had successfully managed her own greedy desires concluding that her husband’s interest would soon wane if her beauty turned to fat. Instead, she indulged her daughters, spoiling them with every unhealthy sweet thing that she denied herself. And when, at last, the emetics she had taken to purge herself after a bout of secret eating killed instead of cleared, it had been too late to teach her daughters a healthier lifestyle. Both had ballooned into fat, pimply women, made attractive to their numerous suitors only by the lure of the throne.

Frenella, the youngest daughter, was seventeen. Her mother was also dead, though not before being banished after a liaison with a servant when her daughter was a small child. She had grown up isolated and neglected. The Dowager Empress Eugeline - the title indulged in by the Khan but self bestowed - always sought to promote the interests of her daughter, Angelica, and though not unkind saw no reason to favour the offspring of a disgraced liaison. She had always hated to share her position with other wives, and was now the undisputed and only claimant left to the marital bed. This was in name only for Mehir Maklim, having generated enough princesses for any man, indulged his appetites elsewhere. Eugeline behaved as though she was and had always been the one and only Queen. Frenella, who had been without her mother for longest, was treated as the least of the Khan’s legitimate offspring, which was no bad thing.

As a toddler and then a gawky child she had the freedom of the palace, no guards to protect her and to watch where she went. Having an inquisitive mind, she explored and learned, made friends in unexpected places and discovered all sorts of things. As with her sisters, she was tutored every weekday morning and taught the rules of courtly behaviour, how to sew and to converse, and the rudiments of reading and writing. But in the world outside the schoolroom she learned by observation and participation the ways of trade and of service and of scholarship. A winsome child, most took her to their hearts, from the cook who slipped her titbits and taught her to make pastry, to the farrier who showed her how to ride astride a horse, to the armourer who demonstrated how to use a bow and gave her a tiny dagger to hide in her bodice, to the glimmerman who gifted her a little magic though she had no natural talent of her own, and to many others. But most important of all was the Archivist. Learning was not highly regarded in Bengali, where tradition had ossified into fixed behaviours and independence of thought was discouraged. But the Library in the heart of the palace had its own long history and its own venerated place within the hierarchy.

Frenella discovered books when she was eight. Taught to read early she proved to be surprisingly adept, a fact that alarmed her tutors for intelligence was not a trait much admired in ladies of the court. Knowing one’s letters was necessary in order to be able to communicate through short notes, to read sonnets, and to play word games, but never to read books.

One day when exploring, alone as always, her sisters were too old and other suitable playmates had few interests in common with her, Frenella came upon the entrance to the Library. As it happened, the Archivist was absent, and by the time that he returned she was tucked away behind some shelves engrossed in a book of fairytales. Eventually she had fallen asleep and gentle snoring led to discovery. The crusty old custodian, Thelarian, was horrified to find a young girl in his domain. There were few visitors, and he had become accustomed to treating them as annoying intrusions upon his own researches, but never before had a child intruded into the Library. But he was soon seduced by her innocence and her eagerness to learn, and an unusual friendship developed that enriched both their lives. In consequence, Frenella knew a good deal more both about the world in general and Bengali in particular than any of her foolish sisters.

At sixteen she had been coltish with small sign of breasts, a spotty face and puberty still struggling to establish itself. The Court assumed that there would be no chance of Frenella becoming Queen and even ambitious young men showed little interest in her company. Sisters relished her neglect, joked about her poor complexion, and laughed at her virginity. Twelve months later nature had demonstrated her power and girl was woman. Perhaps in compensation for the late flowering she had, almost overnight, become exceptionally beautiful. Tall, almost as tall as Angelica, but suddenly not gawky but willowy, angles became curves, skin smoothed and softened, dark blonde hair, once greasy even after washing, was soft and luxuriant, breasts pushed at her bodice, full and sensuous. Frenella’s face had always been pretty, but lips were softer, pale blue eyes darkened, cheeks blossomed, and male eyes that before had ignored now noticed, seeing not only the girl become woman but also the character and intelligence that had always been there.

Such attention made her sisters furious, and what made them even angrier was that Frenella rejected every advance made to her. As a result, she became further isolated from her sisters; a circumstance which bothered her not one little bit. Today, as often before, the frivolous chatter of foolish siblings drove her from the room and away to the Library where she often spent much of her day. The Archivist was seated in his accustomed place near a large window, head stuck in a book. He was very old, his face a mass of wrinkles framed by unkempt hair and a long white beard tangled and stained with betel juice, but she loved him dearly, the only human being for whom she could show real affection, and throwing her arms about him she planted a kiss on his rosy red nose.

“What are ye doin’,” he grumbled, pushing against her arms but without strength. He liked to act as though only reason motivated him, that he was without sentiment, but she knew this was far from the truth.

“Thelarian, I’m bored,” she announced, sitting opposite him and picking up his book. “Oh! The Arcadum. You never let on that the library had a copy.”

“And that was for a very good reason, young lady.” The Archivist had recovered his composure after the soft assault. “Maccalia’s book is still the definitive work on glimmer law, but it deals with powerful and dangerous things. Not the type of knowledge that any young woman should fill her head with.”

“Nonsense!” Frenella replied, pouting. “Why should my sex make a difference? How many young men have you had at your door, Thelarian, begging to read these dusty old tomes?”

“You have a point,” he conceded, as always forced to acknowledge reason, the faculty he held more important than any other.

“Then why should I not read The Arcadum?” She smiled at him, knowing the way to soften his resolve. “I know the history of Maccalia, but without an understanding of glimmer lore my knowledge of the Camborne will always be incomplete”

The disagreement continued in this way for a little while, but eventually Frenella won her way. Thelarian was reluctant to relinquish his hold on the book, but he accepted her argument. If she had not earned the right of access to any book in the Library, then no one had, for her intellect was strong and her interest exceptional. Knowledge was always dangerous but, he consoled himself, only in the wrong hands.

Three hours later she was still engrossed in the language of a thousand years before. Maccalia was one of the world’s greatest glimmermen, she knew that, but she had not known of his vision, his hope that Camborne could become a land in which the power would be used for good. As the light began to fade, she turned to the Archivist who was making notes from a large book describing the third war between Bengali and her neighbour Myeria, the fifteenth volume in a military history by a long dead General.

“Thelarian, did you know that Maccalia founded a Keep in the Northern Mountains of Myeria to educate and to promote the just use of glimmer power.”

“Of course I did,” the Archivist responded testily, “I have read the book many times.” He softened, seeing that his abrupt response had dented her enthusiasm, and continued in a more conversational way. “I have never understood why, if he wished to promote glimmer as a way of creating paradise on this earth, he chose to place the means of such dissemination within an obscure, cold, and inhospitable mountain range.”

“To hide it, what else?” she responded with a grin, for such a learned man, Thelarian was often unworldly.

“To hide it, what from?” he asked, knowing the answer, but taking pleasure in the joy her answer would give her.

“From all those who would seek to destroy what he desired to build. He sought to plant a seed of knowledge that would take time to grow. Camborne was such a dangerous place in those days.” She clapped her hands, childlike. “Thelarian, do you think that Maccalia’s Keep still exists somewhere in the mountains.”

“Frenella,” he said, “this book was written over a thousand years ago. It reflects his aspirations not his achievements. Who knows what happened? All we can be certain of is that Calariel, his pupil, surpassed his powers and murdered him. All else is conjecture.”

“Then it is possible,” she said delightedly. “For all that you have said is that we do not know.”

“True, but I think that perhaps, in ten centuries, someone might have noticed.”

The conversation ended then for Frenella noticed the time, and since her body had matured her absence at dinner no longer passed unnoticed. The conversation hung unfinished in the Library. Unknown to either the Archivist or the princess it marked the beginning of something that was to shape her life, and the lives of the citizens of Hamara and those beyond in the whole of the Camborne.


 Sunrise. All it touched transformed into gold. This was one of the glories of the plains. The dawn would spill over the land travelling faster than a galloping horse, until the ground rose toward the undulating hills within which the Chikatena were camped. Indian time was measured by the light. It determined when they rose and when labour ceased; although when it grew too hot the custom was to take a long afternoon siesta. Four suns after he was seen stumbling from the weary buffalo, Tloce was still unconscious; a rest that had been contrived by Garun. After his ordeal he needed rest and the shaman had distilled a potion to make it so. But the young man’s sleep was not comfortable. Influenced by the ritual at the fire, the portents uncovered by the Shaman leaked through into his subconscious, filling his dreams with fire and death.

But the fifth day had come; the land ablaze with light awesome after the dark night, and with gold came the end of sleep. Gennila, the fourteen year old granddaughter of Chief Wakala saw him first. The young girl, washing herself in the early dawn spied movement as he stumbled from the tent, and roused the camp with her cries.

The Shaman came quickly, pulling a shawl about his shoulders against the chill of the morning; the stored fat about his flabby body no protector from the cold. He pushed through the gathering of curious early risers grumbling as he went. The crowd parted respectfully, and then jostled together after him. Gennila had encouraged the naked stranger to return to his bed, though she was still blushing when Garun entered. He noted the sparkling eyes and high colour as he shooed her out and concluded that the buffalo rider had already made one conquest. When he turned after tying the tent flap to prevent intrusion, he found Tloce out of bed and standing again.

“Where am I?” was the young man’s first question. He was a little unsteady on his feet but otherwise looked fit and well.

“You are amongst the Chikatena. Do you feel any pain or giddiness?”

“A little weakness perhaps,” Tloce replied. “But who are you? How did I get here? I remember the buffalo, but then...”

“The buffalo; that must be a memory indeed. I wonder if you realise what you have achieved. To ride the stampede and survive has only happened once before, and that in legend. To be the pale rider made flesh; that must have been truly wonderful.”

“It was the most terrifying experience of my life,” Tloce responded soberly. “I controlled nothing. I should have been trampled into the dust. The only thing that sustained me was the knowledge that I was not born to die that way. I know not where the strength came to grip the beast’s coarse hair, to hold on beyond endurance as the roar of hooves, the dust, the heat, the fear endlessly gnawed at my soul.”

Garun smiled. He appreciated the young man’s honesty and despite the urgency of understanding this stranger’s place in the future scheme of things he volunteered advice. “When you are asked, do not talk of pain, death or fear, but of exhilaration, of skill. That is what the braves will want to hear. Have some food, meet people, and dispel their awe of you. Flirt with our women, gain strength, and then I will talk with you further.”

He turned to go, but Tloce spoke again. “You have not asked me where I came from. Does this mean that you already know, that the Slianari have been told that I am safe?”

The Shaman was mortified. In the pursuit of other objectives, for the first time in many years he had missed the obvious.

“You do not look like you are a member of any tribe.”

“No; but I have spent a year with the Slianari learning the ways of the Indian. I am from the land of Artura, far to the north.”

“I have heard of it. But I am remiss in my hospitality. To answer your question, we have had no contact with anyone about your appearance. I will arrange for a message to be delivered to Messala, my good friend and the Shaman of the Slianari, that you are safe and well. What name shall I send to him?”

“Tell him that Tloce is safe. And ask him whether, if I have not killed a buffalo but merely ridden one, that will make me a man in the eyes of the tribe?”

Garun laughed and slapped him on his naked back. “I will do as you ask. Get yourself dressed and meet our world.” But as he left the tent he puzzled over one more uncomfortable fact to compound his growing sense that there were forces at work beyond his comprehension. The name ‘Tloce’ meant paleface and so it was hardly surprising that the Slianari named him thus, but it had a deeper meaning - in the old dialect it meant pale rider.

Tloce found he had a constant stream of visitors as the day wore on. He remained modest in the telling of his feat, but remembering the advice of the Shaman, avoided dark thoughts and the feeling of terror that had coloured the experience. Gennila took upon herself the role of protector; otherwise he would not have had a moment’s peace. The fact that so many of the tribe had seen for themselves a vision of his balancing act upon the buffalo’s back was surprising, but not remarkable to a young man brought up in the land of glimmer. This, however, was the first time a manifestation of a Shaman’s power had involved him, and it was in its nature so different that it gave him pause. A master mage like Vannood, for example, could conjure visions within the head of an ensorcelled man, but these would be constructs, artificial, clear implants, whereas the power to recreate real events and demonstrate them to a great gathering was beyond anything glimmer could magic.

By evening, Tloce was enjoying himself, surrounded by a dozen fawning maidens, praised by seasoned warriors, fed and rested and basking in the admiration of the whole tribe. It was some time before he thought to tell Wakala that he was also Pauli, the heir to the throne of Artura and the eldest son of Kalanuth, the Lord Protector of the Camborne.


 Calariel had sought to protect himself through the creation of the Seal, but its importance in shaping the subsequent history of Camborne went far beyond the establishment of a dynasty. The ability to manipulate matter and minds, a power that had once appeared absolute, became circumscribed and more, became dangerous to practice. In the early years of the master mage’s control he had had hunted down and killed all known glimmermen. More significant than the death of sorcerers was the eradication of knowledge. In a generation, the art of glimmer had been reduced from embryo science to little more than barbarism and superstition. Those glimmermen left alive hid their skills and practised in secret. It became a trade steeped in mystery, a means of ensuring a reasonable living to those talented enough to work a little magic. All that was left of disciplined study was contained within rare books, few in number, many of which had been hunted down and burned by Calariel’s minions. The most important of the few manuscripts that survived this systematic destruction was the Arcadum. Ignorance combined with a little half understood knowledge became the norm.

But man is ingenious and truth has a way of resurfacing. The glimmer talent survived, though restricted by tradition as well as Calariel’s Seal. After the master mage had disappeared the talent resurfaced. But it remained stunted and misunderstood. Sorcerers became servants, providing comfort and amusement for the well off, travellers selling love potions or curses for a few pennies, or vagabonds who attempted to conjure away goods or coin and, more often than not, ended up on the gallows or strapped to the Lord Protector’s whipping block. But there were a few who developed some deeper understanding of the power that they used. Mages who applied discipline to the use of magic and by diligent application lifted themselves above the level of trickery to a partial understanding of the fundamentals. Vannood had taught himself in isolation, building upon a strong natural talent, early deprivation, a powerful personality and a fierce determination; all of which had combined to develop his skills until he had become a formidable glimmerman. But there were others who practised the art in an altogether more scholarly way. Studying, experimenting, and trying to understand the nature of the force that had once promised so much.

The Keep of Maccalia, so called because the ancient mage had both conceived of and written about the concept, though his absence in the Northern Mountains of Myeria developing the foundation for its future had occurred at such a critical time in the maturing of Calariel that it caused both his destruction and the undermining of his vision, still existed a thousand years later; a small and constant source of reason, though for many generations it had lost the way of its founder. Only in recent times, under the precocious steerage of the sorceress Quaxilla had the order come to be other than a place of intellectual debate and empty ritual.

High in the Northern Mountains, but within a natural valley sheltered from the worst of winter storms, Maccalia had laboured long and hard, using glimmer to create a fertile and comfortable environment within which to study. There was no easy way, no path or road, to the small community, and it had been populated by any with natural talent that he could find who had not been corrupted by the power. He had transported them there by consent, established the rudiments of a primitive democracy, and had begun what he saw as his life’s work when his labours were interrupted by news of Calariel’s excesses. Maccalia’s dream was shattered when his protégé, dreamt of as his successor at the Keep, rebelled; and the old mage died without telling the outside world what he had created.

The small community of less than a hundred people, mostly young or very young, almost died out after it had been abandoned. It was overlooked during the great purging of glimmer power but lost its own sense of purpose under the pressure to survive. Some sought to escape what they came to regard as a prison, and most perished as they struggled through deep snow or fell from icy peaks, but a few survived to regain the wider world. Legends grew which caused others to seek out this Shangri La hidden at the edge of the world. Travellers would appear every year of so, usually at the brink of death through exposure or exhaustion, and with them came knowledge of what was happening outside.

For hundreds of years the community was in stasis; cut off from outside influences Maccalia’s dream remained in imagination. The library that he had founded, which contained not only his own works but that of many other ancient writers, remained intact; but academic study was not prized, and in many cases the only remaining volume of precious knowledge mouldered unnoticed upon cobwebbed shelves. In seeking those with glimmer talent to populate his experiment the mage had confused talent with wisdom. He had not understood that glimmer talent did not in itself confer upon the individual the interest, the aptitude, or the ability to become a scholar. Inbreeding amongst the inhabitants of the Keep undermined the average level of intelligence though it had the compensating effect of magnifying glimmer abilities. The terrain outside the protected valley was so hostile as to discourage all but the most foolhardy to venture abroad, and the world of the Keep became a narrow and insular one in which the horizons of those trapped within became very limited.

Then Quaxilla arrived. She had been brought up in a village nestling in the foothills of the mountains that both sheltered and imprisoned Maccalia’s Keep. Her parents had perished when she was a toddler, caught out in a sudden snowstorm while hunting for food, and she had been left to live on the charity of her mother’s sister. Her father had been a tall Arturan, a wanderer who had seduced a village girl and had accepted his obligations and his offspring; but once he had died his honesty had been forgotten and only the taint remained. The other village children, copying their elders, taunted and tormented her, forcing a shy and timid child into isolation. Forced to a life of hardship and solitude, Quaxilla found within herself a natural glimmer talent, which she fed with adversity finding out, at first by accident, and then honed by practice, all manner of small magics. She was worked hard and fed only scraps, but she learned to fashion her own food and grew strong and healthy despite apparent deprivation.

By her fourteenth year the girl was almost woman, body filling out and rounding. She was tall, taking after her Arturan father, but beautifully proportioned with a good deal of her height in the legs, and with the onset of puberty she began to attract a different kind of attention from the village boys. But her tongue sharpened by a decade of rejection deterred all but the most foolhardy from trying anything twice. The men were a different matter. As her body ripened, her features had softened and rounded. The pink faced, crop haired waif was no more. In its place were curls, peach blossom skin, and the darkest deepest eyes, wide innocent but with a hint of something else within their depths. With the tattered old shift she wore stretched tight about rounded hips and full breasts, it was inevitable that someone would try to bed her. At first the expression of interest was limited, occasional, as males observed and the more forward, for the very first time, began to treat her civilly. Curses and cuffs became muted and then disappeared, to be replaced by soft words and the occasional gentle touch. Quaxilla was confused. She had grown accustomed to her place and the changes to her body were strange enough without these unasked for and worrying attentions.

Her foster parents had never been unkind to her, indifferent perhaps and uncaring, though never cruel. But even at home, neglect changed to something else as she became woman. Her uncle began to look at her in a different way, to watch as she washed herself or made ready for bed. There was little privacy in the small cottage and she had never worried about his glances before. But now she grew hot before his intent gaze, turned her back and covered her breasts. Eventually she took to sleeping in the barn and cleaning herself when there was no one near. Her aunt began to behave differently, noticing her man’s interest, she turned instead upon Quaxilla, becoming spiteful; scolding her, slapping her for a host of imagined minor misdemeanours, and never explaining what was wrong. She even began to deprive her of the little food that she had previously been given. The young girl did not understand, was hurt, and retreated further into isolation.

On one blizzard filled night in the depth of winter her uncle came to visit her in the barn. At first she misunderstood, he was not a likeable man but here he was demonstrating the first signs of affection she could ever remember, then he pressed himself upon her, forcing his hand between her thighs, and she began to plead and to struggle. Resistance only served to inflame him further. She felt his manhood grinding against her stomach, and his hand as he pulled at his trousers. Quaxilla was no stranger to nature. Brought up in ignorance perhaps, but she knew from observation how animals procreated. The boys had flaunted their penises at her while shouting obscenities, but this was different. Instinctively she pushed her hand between them as his erection freed, groped the bulbous head and, as her uncle sighed and eased his weight, thinking she was helping him to penetrate her, the glimmer stirred. A large ridged carrot stalked where a blood filled prick had been a moment before. With the change came numbness and the man could not at first comprehend what had happened. He shifted, groped his penis and felt cold coarse ridges where there should have been hot flesh, felt further and found ferny leaves where there should have been pubic hair, stood up in horror and looked at carrot red.

“You bitch!” he screamed in terror. “What have you done to me?” A shaft of candlelight illuminating the grotesque vegetable drove him to a paroxysm of fear. He stumbled from the barn screaming, trousers caught about his ankles. The village was roused and when they had done laughing, they cursed Quaxilla for a witch, threw stones and sticks and drove her out.

A young girl, dressed in nothing but a torn shift, she was forced to run for her life through snow and ice. Death should have soon visited her, but glimmer helped her to survive as she struggled ever higher into the mountains. There was an instinct that guided her direction, although to the south lay warmth, material to shape with magic, and humankind. Something drove her to head north; the legend of the Keep, a haven for glimmer talent. From the raw materials of conifers and scrub she fashioned clothing, fur lined boots, sunshades to protect from snow blindness, and a backpack full of food. Thus equipped she struggled up toward the glaciers and barren rocky peaks scoured of snow. Once beyond the tree line there was little in the way of organic matter for her to shape into food or fuel, but on she struggled into blizzard, desperate to find those of her kind, following an internal vision that even she did not understand.

Despite her preparations, and even with the glimmer to protect her, she almost perished. The journey into the unknown took so much longer than she expected, and there was little shelter to be found apart from the lee of the odd rock or mountainside. Lack of sleep undermined the strength necessary to fuel glimmer power, and organic material sufficient to transmute into life support became impossible to find amongst the barren rocks. Death came close.

Eight days after being driven from the village, struggling through deep snow above a glacier, beyond conscious thought, beyond plans, with hands, feet and face so badly frost bitten that it was only the cold that had prevented the onset of gangrene, she came upon the lip of a valley and saw below a wondrous sight; the legendary Keep. It took several hours and brought her to the limits of endurance to find a way down the mountainside to a marvellous division, a well defined line between snow and gentle grass which marked the boundary of Maccalia’s mighty glimmer. And it was there she was found, experiencing the agony of returning sensation as the land embraced her with its warmth.

Despite the care the community lavished upon her, always starved for news and eager to greet strangers, she would have died still, for while the power of healing was well known, the knowledge to restore destroyed flesh had been long forgotten. But Quaxilla’s wild talent would not allow her to perish. From deep within her being she found the ability to rebuild damaged tissues and regenerate extremities.

This became a testing time for the Keep, as the young woman in their midst demonstrated power which, in its untutored form, far surpassed anything which their best glimmermen could display. For the first time the community experienced fear, the Council of Twelve met and debated what would be best, and Quaxilla might have found herself cast out once again had it not been for the law.

Maccalia’s words, set down in an ancient book in his own hand, spelled out the constitution and purpose of the Keep in some detail. The leather-bound volume attended every meeting of the Council; its brooding presence set before an empty chair which remained vacant as a mark of respect to their founder. It had often been consulted in recent years as arguments about the community’s future had multiplied. Maccalia’s words were clear. All who braved the snows to reach the Keep must be given succour. And those who demonstrated glimmer talent must be doubly welcomed. So while there were those who muttered about this strange waif and her remarkable powers, fearing the threat of change, Quaxilla was taken in to the community and cared for and, in return, the Keep developed a new purpose; that of the development of her remarkable talent. She was given free access to the knowledge protected for a millennium.

There were still glimmer adepts at the Keep, enough at least to maintain the power of Maccalia’s glimmer against the encroachment of the ice. They took Quaxilla to their hearts and taught her to think, to reason and to build. Where the abuses she had suffered might have turned her into another Calariel, the love she was shown taught her to care for others, and to accept the vocation that her teachers saw for her.

Eventually, Quaxilla became the leader of the glimmer adepts and the founder of a renaissance that blossomed as learning unlocked the talents of the whole community. With the harnessing of power came a new maturity. Maccalia’s vision of glimmer creating a world of peace and prosperity was put aside. Not that it had influenced behaviour for a long time. But a desire to understand better how the world was, led to an understanding of the way the modern world was shaped, of the peace and law that Calariel’s Seal had inadvertently created, recognising that the circumscribing of glimmer was perhaps a better way.

Quaxilla’s ability gave her skills unknown to the Keep. As she matured she learned that there were other worlds than just the Camborne, discovered the Void and began to understand its potential, and using her new powers observed the rise of Vannood, understood the danger that his undisciplined and selfish use of power constituted, and worried about the resurgence of dark glimmer after centuries of indifference.

Thirty years after a young girl had stumbled down a glacier into warmth and light, a wise and powerful woman was fulfilling Maccalia’s legacy, although in a way he would never have anticipated. As knowledge of the Keep’s existence began to spread once again in the outside world, volunteers in increasing numbers began to make their laborious way across the mountains. Most, like Quaxilla, had been persecuted for their difference and were chasing a dream. In recent years, the skill of using glimmer to transport living creatures across miles of inhospitable ice and rock had been rediscovered. And with that skill had come a further renascence as seekers after talent began to search ever further south.

Today, the library hummed with activity and five hundred study bedrooms constructed around a complex of lecture rooms had transformed the Keep into a university. Vannood may have considered himself a glimmerman without equal in Camborne and indeed he was powerful, but his complacency was born of arrogance and ignorance. Quaxilla observed him while he knew her not.

But not everything had changed. There was still opposition within the Keep hierarchy. For many years survival had been its only purpose, and a basic tenet of that conservatism had been secrecy. The Council of Twelve was responsible for managing the destiny of the community and it had an inbuilt majority of nonglimmermen. Though Quaxilla, as the pre-eminent adept, had an influential role to play, there was no certainty of support on every issue. Fear remained in hidden attendance at all of their meetings, and the Council remained opposed to direct interference in the world outside. Endless arguments continued about the wisdom of continuing to recruit those with glimmer talent, but Maccalia’s words were clear in this and so she won most battles; though those who opposed hated her, bided their time and waited.

The debate over whether to act further was long and difficult. The decision to stay apart had been a mature one, built upon an understanding of the history of glimmer interference. If Maccalia had not been so obsessed with creating the Keep, he might have turned Calariel away from darkness, but then, the Seal would not have been created and many years of peace might have been lost.

Quaxilla stood aside from the argument. While the debate continued, no one else would act, but she was her own master and, more than any other, understood both its value and the limitation of non-interference. A light touch, some unseen direction, might alter the course of history to the good while preserving the privacy of their community. Vannood would not have it all his own way.




CHAPTER NINE

Void

The mist shifted and turned as he stumbled through the Void. Substance manifested, something solidified then disintegrated, leaving behind an absence of light so profound as to defy understanding. This was not darkness but an absolute black, the substance of non-existence and frightening to observe. There was violence in the atmosphere, a disturbance that he had not known before, and the twisting and turning of ...nothing? pulled at his sense of balance until suddenly a gust of ...something? threw him to the ground.

The Irishman was shivering as he struggled to his feet. Never before had there been any sensation other than that of pleasant warmth, but now he became aware of a deep numbing cold. Despite the agitated movement about him there was no sensation of breeze, no chilling from a cold wind, this was like climbing into a deep freeze and closing the lid. The sub zero temperature crept under his skin, wrapped itself about his bones and slowed the passage of blood through his veins. As the cold grew it burned and pain blossomed agony.

Donovan’s balance shifted and he fell again, this time heavily. For a fraction of a second frost was replaced by a blast of furnace heat, then ice again, freezing before he could burn.

On the verge of succumbing to the terror that had no name, no shape, and yet was all about, there came movement. He dragged himself to his feet and stood, legs apart, braced against the shifting ground, and watched as the glimmerman came closer. The Irishman was possessed of a deep anger. He wanted to lash out in retaliation for the soul searing fear he had experienced, to challenge the sorcerer’s ineptitude in allowing the Void to behave in this way, but then, as the figure grew nearer, he realised that there was more to this than he knew. Vannood was crippled. He dragged one foot behind him as he stumbled closer, and leaned heavily on a staff to retain his balance.

“Donovan?” The voice was hoarse, bright with strain. “I was not sure whether I had the strength to bring you here. Apologies for the tentative nature of our environment, I haven’t been feeling myself lately.” He laughed, a bitter mirthless sound.

“What the hell happened to you?” the Irishman blurted, horrified at the ragged spectre before him.

“I was given a warning by one who is immune to my glimmer power, though your bullets would have cut him down at a stroke. Do not concern yourself, this weakness is temporary while I recover my strength, but I fear that my time in Camborne is coming to an end. This meeting is for one purpose, for it becomes urgent for me to know. Do we have an agreement?”

Donovan thought about Brice Smith, about Masuta, and about a number of ageing republicans with hatred in their hearts, and finally made up his mind. “It’s a deal.”

“Good!” Vannood staggered as the ground shifted but recovered quickly, as though the decision had caused new strength to flow into his twisted form. “I will continue to visit you in your dreams for there is much preparation and time is short. Such encounters will not take place here; it demands too much energy to bring you to the Void. I will come to you as you sleep, and your recollections when you wake will fade. You must therefore have a paper and pencil by your bed to write down my instructions. You must also finalise and then memorise the precise details of what and who you wish to bring with you. This is information that I must have for there are many preparations to be made if the transfer is to be successful. I can glimmer most things so my task is simpler than yours.

“The next time we meet in the Void we will finalise the details and the date”

There were a thousand questions that Donovan wanted to ask, issues he needed to clear, but Vannood’s voice was beginning to fade as he finished, crumbling into silence. Then his body began to shimmer and fragment and the ground heaved violently. Donovan felt the familiar pulling, and as he was wrenched back to his bed a faint echo followed him home.

“Until the next time, brother”




CHAPTER TEN

Donovan

John Blacker had spent most of his life allowing events to carry him along. As an arrogant and extrovert youngster he had dominated others, taken the initiative and used his brains; but the events of twenty years before had locked him into isolation. He had learned to cope with the consequences of one foolish act, but at a heavy price to personality. Prison had been difficult, and he had survived by withdrawing within himself. From being a cocky, opinionated, aggressive adolescent, he had become a withdrawn, non-committal, uncommunicative adult. Where once he would have looked for trouble, he now turned away from it. Avoiding emotion in all things, he had shut off the world and become a neutral observer.

The result of long-term introspection was that life saw him as a loser. That was why they hired him at the Travel Agents. And that was why Brice Smith had picked him as the stool pigeon; because he was an obvious victim. But the detachment cultivated over two decades, born of desperation and strengthened by habit, was cracking. John was not naturally one of life’s little men. The very strength of character and personality that had obsessively constructed anonymity was reasserting itself. Another major life crisis had developed, and the pattern of behaviour created to protect against further trauma had become a liability.

John did not think through what was happening to him inside his head. He was aware that the air of unreality generated by shock had dissipated and he was full of a strong and violent anger. It was an emotional reaction not experienced for many years and, although disquieting to the old Blacker, it awakened within him savage impulses long forgotten. The violence at Armstrong’s flat had not reinforced blown a hole in his long cultivated avoidance of confrontation.

There had been a time in John’s life when a casual remark or an imagined slight was enough to rouse his anger. Quick to take offence, it was one of the reasons why he had never been popular. There had been many a boozy brawl in the street or pub. But the world had hit back hard, and the time in Brixton had created its own mental prison that he had carried with him on release. Blacker was older now, and testosterone did not dictate his emotions however long they had lain dormant. This was too serious to turn away from, to pretend it was not happening. He was ready to fight back, but with his brains not his fists.

John had spent the morning reading through the newspapers. He found himself more affected by the meaningless killing of his wife than he would have predicted. They had developed a hearty dislike of each other, in one respect he felt a profound relief at the ending of that sour relationship, and yet the casual snuffing out of her life was so unfair. It was obvious that the intended victim was meant to be him; the bolster had unwittingly saved his life; to be treated as no more than an irrelevance, to be swatted like a fly; that was the ultimate indignity. At least he knew that there was some deeper purpose behind his own attempted murder, though what it was remained unclear.

Blacker started to think beyond the immediate moment. He realised that he could not spend the rest of his life on the run from both police and killers. The money he had acquired would not last for long. Now was the time to act while he still had some flexibility. But the cocoon created over the years still held him bound. It was obvious what the next step was, but he hesitated even to think it. He had to find out why this had happened and the only avenue available to him was the Travel Agents. Beard the Irishman in his den, or at least search the place while it was empty. The idea surfaced and then sank again, but it would not go away. Eventually he talked to Jenny.

She had a different view. She was in no hurry to seek out further violence. Born Jennifer Templeton some twenty-five years before, and living until yesterday an uneventful and peaceful life, she was frightened. She had also experienced the violent death of her partner. Before the shooting, her most traumatic experience had been a row with her parents when, twelve months before, she had announced her intention to move in with Fred. It was that which had kept her there, despite realising both his shallowness and, more unforgiving, his duplicity, once the romance had worn off. Jenny was, in her own quiet way, as stubborn as her father, and the fact that he had been proved right was something which she was prepared to fight hard to avoid confirming by her actions. Nonetheless, the relationship with Armitage had become strained to the point when it was only a matter of time before the final break. That did not stop her feeling sick at the unexpected way in which the separation had happened.

She and Blacker spent the last part of the morning in the hotel bedroom arguing about their next step. Jenny’s fatalism of the previous day had evaporated, replaced by a deep pessimism about their ability to survive on their own.

“You must go to the police, John” she insisted. “You cannot fight these thugs on your own”.

He breathed a deep sigh. He was going to have to tell her the whole story.

“It is not just a matter of mistaken identity. There is more behind those newspaper reports than innuendo. I was at the riot. After they killed my wife I ran. I was cold, not thinking straight and suffering from shock. The Victorian Hotel is only half a mile from my home. I bumped into a mass of people. I can remember stumbling over a body - it must have been Bartlett.”

He stopped her interrupting by shaking his head. “I’ve been in trouble with the police before. Many years ago I spent some time in prison for manslaughter. It was the result of a stupid fight. God, I haven’t thought about it for years, but the authorities will not have forgotten. It’ll all be there in a file or a computer somewhere.

“So far as the police are concerned, I will have a label stuck on my forehead in large letters ‘K-I-L-L-E-R.’ They don’t need to look any further. I’m ready made to tidy up the whole business. They need a scapegoat. They’ll welcome me with open arms. You can see from the press and television comment that they have already made up their minds. And ravings about an Irishman overheard in the loo will be disregarded as an attempt to confuse the trick cyclist.

“Jenny, I have to face facts. They’ll lock me away for life, and I’m not going to give them the chance.”

“But I’m a witness,” she countered, “I’ll back up your story, at least as far as the killings in the flat are concerned. I could tell them about the Irishman, I’ve remembered his name, it was Donovan, and about the things Fred was doing for him.”

“You have no proof of that. And as far as the fight in the flat is concerned, what can you say? I came in with Fred. We had a fight. I had sex with you and he and another man ended up dead. I then kidnapped you. It doesn’t sound like the activities of a normal, law-abiding citizen; much more likely the sort of indiscriminate violence associated with a known murderer.

“Let’s face it, Jenny, I’m screwed. However you cut it, the only way out of this mess is to pin down the people responsible and the reason why. Until I can establish that, my story is meaningless. I don’t know why any of this has happened.” In frustration, he punched the cup of his left hand with his right fist. “That’s the most stupid, frustrating part of the whole nightmare. Why?”

“Fair enough,” Jenny said. “I can’t fault your logic. Let’s address the question of ‘Why?’ Unless this is all insane, there is a rational explanation for your wife’s murder that involves you. And that means that somewhere in your memory is a clue to that reason, something important enough for someone to want to kill you. In your past, related to your job most likely, there is a connection, an incident or experience, which will help us to understand what this is all about.

“Bartlett and Devi, for instance. It is a strange coincidence that those murders should take place so close to with the shooting at your house. Could there be a connection that is more than just your panic. Perhaps it was Donovan who killed them. Let’s start with the White Lady. What do know about him?”

“Absolutely nothing!” John snapped. He was feeling very frustrated. He had spent some time already this morning searching his memory for a hint of the reason behind recent events, but it had been a waste of time. “Bartlett is just a name to me. I knew about his release from prison, but other than reading about him in the newspapers, I have never come across the man before. The only time I’ve ever heard his name spoken was in the pub the other night. It was purely a chance remark by an acquaintance. I didn’t even participate in the conversation.”

“Forget him then,” Jenny said. “Think about the Irishman, Donovan. We know that he is real. Fred has mentioned him in the past, not often, but enough for me to know that for some reason he was afraid of him. Did you ever meet him at the Travel Agents before that last night? Perhaps you saw him and forgot.”

“I’ve thought and thought but there are no bells ringing. He may well have passed through the shop on a number of occasions, but the first time that I can remember seeing the Irishman was the day I overheard him talking.” A thought struck him, “Christ, that was only two days ago.”

They talked for a while longer, but nothing new surfaced. John already knew the only possible course of action, but the speculative debate with Jenny helped to avoid the unpleasant implications of that conclusion. His unconscious mind had other ideas, and the discussion ultimately became a one-way channel toward the inevitable.

By lunchtime they agreed that there was no alternative. The only source of answers available to them was the Travel Agents. He knew how to get in without setting off the alarm. The window of the ground floor toilet had a faulty catch and could be prised open; he had done it once before when he had left his key inside.

The break-in would have to be late, after midnight when the chances of someone seeing him by accident would be remote. John tried to persuade Jenny to stay behind at the hotel but she would have none of it, insisting on coming along. He did not argue for long. The prospect of action was making him nervous, and her presence would provide a much needed psychological support. At the same time he found with some surprise that he was exhilarated. The emotion that he had been feeling earlier was the last remnant of the old Blacker. With decision came release. The possibility of danger brought back memories of half a lifetime ago and filled him with a fearful but stimulating anticipation.

It was a long afternoon.


 Michael Donovan avoided roots; he had decided a long time ago that it was safer that way, but he had a permanent room at a large and seedy hotel, the Imperial, located just off the Bayswater Road in Paddington. It was convenient, discrete and cheap. In addition, it supported the anonymity so important to his survival, while avoiding the inconvenience of domestic chores. It also, in a curious way, reflected his history, for he had been conceived in a hotel much like the Imperial, in a loveless union appropriate to the character of the cold blooded Donovan.

His father had been an American engineer working in Liverpool. Henry Lincoln Stanovitz, the son of Russian immigrant parents, had a wife back home in Louisville, Kentucky. He was living as a long stay guest in the Old Sherwood Hotel, over in the UK as part of a small team evaluating the possibility of his company, Automotive Engineering Inc., investing in a manufacturing plant.

Donovan’s mother was working at the Sherwood. Bridget Mary Murphy was eighteen when she met Henry. She was a dark haired, green-eyed Irish colleen; a convent girl brought up in ignorance of the facts of life. Times had been difficult in Ireland during the depression. Her father had died when she was little, and her mother was forced to take whatever ill paid work she could find, washing and cleaning for the few farmers’ wives who wanted and could afford the pretension of servants. After the end of the war, her Uncle Pat had moved to England and managed to get himself what he described as, “a darlin’ little number,” at the Old Sherwood. He was employed as a general handyman, and at times turned his hand to almost anything.

Pat letters to his sister Mary were always read out to Bridget. He was all the close family they had and the contact was important, and though the emotional ties owed more to loneliness than to love, it was a comfortable habit. Because he was a single man away from home, his letters were full of the detail of his long day’s work, and he would often send his sister a pound or two, knowing the difficulties she had in making ends meet. Mary, in turn, would pour her heart out on paper to her brother. A woman with a sour embittered heart, she used words to cling to her only sibling with a literary tenacity that sometimes so unnerved Pat that he would stop reading and throw the letter on to the fire. But the long distance relationship was important, they both took comfort from it, and so it survived, although he never took up one of her frequent invitations to come back to the old country. Then, in an ironic turn of fate, he discovered that there was to be a vacancy for a new girl in the hotel and decided that he could issue an invitation of his own.

In the aftermath of war, this was a time of growth mixed with austerity for England. New light engineering companies were springing up across the country using radical systems of manufacture and working with new materials. There were also government subsidies to aid firms in setting up businesses in deprived areas like Liverpool. In the United States, some farsighted businessmen saw that there were opportunities to be seized in Britain. Henry Stanovitz was a part of one of the forerunners of what was to become later a flood of transAtlantic investment. Liverpool was an interlude in his busy business life, in and out in a matter of months. In the American’s one-sided view of life, he was lucky, for in 1948 Uncle Pat managed to get Bridget a job at the Old Sherwood.

Mary’s major concern now that her daughter had left the convent was what to do with her? The village was too close and yet too far from Dublin. It was too close for Bridget to reject the notion of a job in the city, but too far for Mary to be able to keep a watchful eye on her. For most girls at that time, marriage would have been the inevitable next step, but she was not pretty and her mother was overprotective; the boys that were interested were few and those that came to visit did not care to come a second time.

The letter from Uncle Pat was an opportunity, one that filled her with trepidation, but Mary was realistic and recognised that she could not keep her daughter cooped up in the tiny cottage now that she was full grown. Already Bridget was fretting and talking about living with someone in Dublin she had known at school. Mary had intercepted several letters from the friend and they frightened her; to her ignorant mind they were full of dangerous innuendo. It was far better for her daughter to be under the watchful eye of her uncle, even if Liverpool was a long way away. In woeful ignorance of how unimportant her brother was at the Sherwood, Mary despatched Bridget, full of excitement, over to the mainland to learn the hotel trade.

At first she was a skivvy in the kitchens, washing the dishes, preparing vegetables, setting and clearing the mousetraps, scrubbing and cleaning. She had no contact with the guests and, working fifteen hours a day, no time to meet anyone other than the hotel staff. Sometimes she even missed Mass, a shocking event that would have filled her mother with deep foreboding had she but known.

The Old Sherwood had two classes of guest, for it was a large hotel, once great, and still maintained an element of its original grandeur. One wing of the building, known as the Annex, catered to a downmarket clientele, mostly commercial travellers and those who were looking for long stay accommodation at reasonable cost. Some of the original bedrooms had been sub-divided to create more accommodation. The facilities were basic, but the Sherwood was popular; prices were low and the address impressive. The Annex also housed the hotel staff in small dingy rooms packed together like sardines at the far end, away from the main building and the reception. The Hotel proper had a marble entrance with an impressive, if slightly flaky, Georgian facade. The reception hall was large, with a high ceiling lit by glittering chandeliers, an imposing mahogany front desk, and a sweeping staircase up to the mezzanine floor. The worn carpet and loose plaster were hardly noticed by short stay visitors; and the hotel was prepared to negotiate reasonable terms for long stay guests of whom, at the time in question, Stanovitz was one. Despite its run down appearance, the Old Sherwood was making its owners a good profit.

Henry was dedicated to enjoying himself while in England and a long way away from the wife. By the time he met Bridget, now promoted to bed making, he had already explored the possibilities in the ‘Pool and was looking for more sophisticated pleasures than those he had found in the tosspots of the docks. The young girl thought he was a grand gentleman and wealthy, for were not all Americans rich. Part of the attraction for her was that he was wise and kind, a father figure, and she fantasised about him proposing marriage.

Stanovitz was enchanted by fresh young innocence and planned her seduction with care. One night he enticed Bridget into his room, gave her Gaelic coffee, made her giggly and then drunk. He pulled down dark respectable knickers while fending off feeble, uncomprehending protestations, and forced apart her knees. The sight of virgin rosebud roused him to an uncontrollable passion, breaking her hymen and destroying her future with one forceful penetration.

The American never knew of the aftermath of the near rape. If he had he would not have believed it. Stanovitz had been married for twenty years and the union had never been blessed with children. A philanderer, there had not been a year passed since his wedding day when he had not cheated. One night stands or full blooded affairs, prostitute or friend’s wife, he had played the field without using a rubber. And in all that time there had never been a pregnancy, not even a false alarm. Henry fired blanks. He knew it. But somehow Bridget’s womb did not.

She told nobody. She sank into darkness, hiding her shame while each day dying a little inside. Stanovitz soon disappeared; his job completed he returned to the States. She died a little more when her periods stopped and someone told her that she was going to have a baby. Bridget came home to mother, carrying an unjust and unbearable shame until, on a stormy night in early 1949, she slipped away from life, leaving the sour, embittered, middle aged Mary with the product of a rape; Michael John Donovan: she chose to name the child after a fictitious father who was supposed to have drowned at sea. Something else ended, her relationship with her brother, for she ignored his letters and never wrote to him again. Her priest knew the truth and was charitable; the village thought the worst and was vindictive.

The boy would have become a killer whatever experiences he had lived through during his formative years, but the name-calling and isolation fed his natural tendencies. The term bastard had a real meaning in the rural Ireland of the fifties beyond that of today’s casual insult. Illegitimacy was, in the eyes of the community, an evil; and despite the Church’s attempt to prevent it, the sins of the father were often visited upon the innocent offspring. Because he was small, Donovan had another disadvantage; he could be insulted and bullied with impunity. And there was no love for him when he went home. His grandmother did her Christian duty but made no attempt to relate to him, brooding over the evil in his blood that had destroyed her daughter.

The young boy developed without affection in a world bounded by ignorance, hatred and family indifference. But his character had been flawed when he was first released from his mother’s womb. Michael was no son of his father; something had entered his soul at the moment of conception and shaped his future. He had no empathy, no feeling for others; he might not have become a murderer with a different upbringing but the seed was there. He did not perceive injustice in the way he was treated; he thought that was the way the world was. Michael bided his time, endured torment with stoicism, certain that his turn would come. And while he waited he developed a secret pleasure from the extinction of life, at first small animals and later bigger game. Donovan prepared for his future calling, and humanity was the poorer for his living.

On this particular evening, the Irishman was sitting in his hotel room feeling unhappy. The White Lady assassination was bound to merit a good deal of press coverage, but it was going in an unhealthy direction. There was worrying speculation about a link between the deaths of Bartlett, Devi and Mrs Blacker which, while predictable given the ongoing manhunt for her husband, sent shivers down his spine; for there was a connection and it was he. Donovan could only hope that Blacker’s demise, unknown to the media and likely to remain so, had created a scapegoat unable to object. But he had an uneasy feeling about this. Brice Smith’s connection with the Home Secretary put him on an inside track, and he had already hinted of a lead that was being pursued, that of the existence of two bogus policemen who had visited Bartlett and Devi in their hotel room shortly before the murders. Nobody had yet worked out how they had got to the laundry, but they were getting there.

Now a further complication had developed, increasing his worries. Thirty minutes ago, Brice Smith had telephoned and announced that he would be visiting him this evening. There had been no conversation. A simple statement, and before he could say anything there was the click of the connection being severed.

Donovan cursed aloud. The Englishman was becoming altogether too persistent. Despite the hold he had over him, there had always been an element of fear in their relationship that had prevented the threat becoming overt; but that appeared to be changing. Brice Smith would never have come within a mile of Paddington in the early stages of their relationship - now within two days he was summoned to Whitehall and then visited in his hotel - he needed to reassert some level of control or the bastard would walk all over him.

Michael Donovan had learned his trade in the Irish Republican Army, switching to the Provisionals after they broke away in the early seventies when it became clear that was where the action was going to be. He had become cynical about the Cause early on, but had continued to enjoy the stimulation of violence, the girls excited by the stink of death, and the fear in men’s eyes when they looked at him. However, he was intelligent enough to recognise that life expectancy in the game was short, and getting shorter as the British became smarter. So he did a deal with the authorities, immunity for information, totally unsuspected as the campaign on the Mainland fell apart and the Army Council hunted for informers.

Donovan had managed his change in role with great care; aware of what had happened to others who had taken this route. He contacted a senior army officer to whom he was known and negotiated a deal which limited the knowledge of him as a source to only three senior individuals within the security forces. He was a highly prized acquisition, his information instrumental in putting several active units out of commission, and when he slipped out of the scene to more lucrative mayhem in Central Africa, the authorities let him go and closed the book.

Was he losing his grip? He had never been given to introspection but that thought kept surfacing in his mind. A few years ago Brice Smith would have disappeared days after his initial threats, and he would have brazened out any subsequent revelations as an attempt to undermine old comrades; and if that had not worked he would have killed the bastards. And the Englishman was not his only problem. Masuta was threatening him; things must be getting difficult in Upper Puanda. But the only way to give the man his money would be to wind up the operation, sell the Travel Agents and walk away without a penny. If he did that it would be two years work down the drain and he would still have Brice Smith on his back.

There was no record of the deal with Masuta; why not give Billy the Kid a contract? But Donovan knew why that would not be a good idea. Upper Puanda may be suffering but the African had looked after his tribe, and there were loyalties there that ran deep. The Irishman had seen what happened to those who crossed Masuta. The big African had a large bodyguard, they were his own people, and they could be very nasty. It was too big an unknown to bite on. If the black man could be eliminated without a trace, that was one thing, but there was too much risk that he had told others of his investment.

Then there was Blacker; a nonentity. There was something there that he had missed. He had only seen the man twice and never looked at him properly, but Brice Smith says he was the grass that tipped him off about the drug run and that he might talk to others, and he rushes off, like an obedient lap dog, to waste him. Donovan threw his glass across the room in a sudden fit of anger, the African was one thing, but the bloody Englishman quite another.

At that moment there was a knock on the door.

Brice Smith smiled as he greeted the Irishman; no evidence of antagonism this evening; instead the soul of affability. He produced from behind his back a bottle of Paddy and remarked, “Open that up, Michael, and we’ll celebrate the coming festivities.”

Donovan grunted, disconcerted, ready for a fight and finding nothing to chew on. He collected two glasses from the sideboard, nudging his earlier missile under the bed as he did so.

The whiskey was poured.

“What do you want of me now?” The Irishman asked. His ill temper was evident in his tone.

“Another rush job, I’m afraid.” Now that the issue had been raised, the Englishman dropped the good humour in the same way that he had discarded his topcoat. “There is a gentleman by the name of Stuart Predergast who has been asking altogether too many questions. It’s in both our interests that he disappears before Christmas. I...”

What he was about to say was lost as Donovan exploded.

“Mary, Mother of God, three murders this week already and you want a fourth. Forget it.” For the second time in ten minutes a glass of whiskey was hurled across the room.

Brice Smith had gone pale at the violent response, but he rallied with an effort. “You don’t understand. This man’s a journalist. He found out that Bartlett had a price on his head, and he’s ferreted out a link between Pandit Vishwanata and a...,” he hesitated, “…colleague. The bloody Indian told him who he’d given the contract to as the price for keeping his name out.”

“Who the hell is this Vishiwana? I’ve never heard of him.”

“He’s the father of the boy whose picture you showed to the White Lady and his woman before you killed them.”

“Shit! Anyway, why should I care if this guy goes down? I didn’t get a penny from the job.”

“Because if my friend gets arrested, he will tell them my name, and if they come for me I will name you.”

This was the sort of threat that Donovan knew how to deal with. “There are two things,” he began, “which occur to me. The first is to visit this colleague. A little conversation with me might encourage him to think twice before grassing. I can be very persuasive.” His voice grew harder. “Permanently persuasive.”

“No, you can’t do that.” Brice Smith had gone very pale. His hand holding the whisky glass trembled. “I wouldn’t tell you who he was anyway.”

“Now that is a provocative remark There is very little that people don’t tell me when I ask them in a particular way. And you didn’t ask about my second option. That one consists of leaning on you, my friend; very heavily.” Donovan stood as he spoke; a small man, much lighter and older than the Englishman, and yet Brice Smith cowered as the Irishman smiled at him.

“You can’t do that. Touch me and you’re dead.”

“That’s a consideration, I grant you, and one which has stayed my hand up ‘til now. But consider, if you squeal on me then the police will know all about your little scam; murder for money. The bloody Queen’s not involved in this and neither are the authorities, clandestine or otherwise. You’ve blown it tonight, mister high and mighty smart arse. I think I’ve been conned and I don’t like it.”

“It doesn’t matter what you think. If I go down you go down. Okay. You may be right, but that doesn’t change anything.” The Englishman chewed his lip in indecision and then blurted, “Wait. Why don’t I pay you the going rate for disposing of Predergast?” He stopped, thought a moment, and then upped the offer. “Double the going rate.”

Donovan looked at Brice Smith. He felt like putting a bullet in the man’s head, just for himself, but that would not be wise. The transfer could not take place for several days yet. The last thing he wanted was to end up in prison or on the run when a delay would enable him to skip out neatly leaving Vannood to clean up this mess.

“I still think that topping your friend would make a good deal more sense. That way the trail is broken and we haven’t killed a journalist who’s probably told his editor and half Fleet Street what he’s learned.”

“No. He won’t have told anybody. That’s not the way investigative journalists work. If he breathed anything of this before he got it sewn up he would lose the exclusive tag.”

“Rubbish. They’ve got more sense these days. You need an ace in the hole when investigating dangerous people; a safe deposit box or a sealed envelope with a friend. Look at you; threatening me and making sure that I know the evidence is in a safe place.”

“You can’t kill my...friend.” The hesitation was curious. Brice Smith was almost upset, a definite crack in his emotional armour, and his tone of voice suggested that this colleague was much more than a friend. Suddenly the Irishman realised what this was about.

“A bloody iron hoof! Mary, Mother of God, you’ve had me on a piece of string. You’re just a queer civil servant with a friend who overheard an indiscreet conversation, and cashed in on it. And I fell for it. One bloody phone call to test out your discovery and I suckered myself into licking your arse.” Donovan stopped his tirade, for it was evident that he had said something wrong. Brice Smith was smiling that superior smile he hated when he ought to have been grovelling with fear.

“Not quite, Michael. I’m not a complete amateur. I know a good deal more about you than I might have learned from eavesdropping. I’m not talking about hearsay; I’ve got solid evidence and you’d better believe it. At the end of the day you do not have any choice. By the end of the Christmas holiday Predergast has to be wasted, is that the right word, otherwise we are all dead. I’ll pay you ten thousand pounds, but that’s the only deal.”

The Irishman thought a moment. There was something not quite right here, but now was not the time to force the issue. If it can wait until after Christmas, he had nothing to lose. Providing things went according to plan he would be long gone.

They played word games for a while longer, but the Englishman had recovered his cool, and Donovan eventually agreed, for fifteen thousand pounds, to eliminate the unfortunate Stuart Predergast. There was one other thing that he also promised himself. He would identify who the friend was, and he would find out what had made Brice Smith so smug when earlier he had been falling apart, and then he would top the English bastard.


 It was just after one a. m. when the hire car drove into the Oxford Road near the George public house. The night was overcast with no moon, very cold with snow in the air. A good night for a burglary, nobody would be hanging about in this weather. Blacker eased the car into Broughton Lane where he always used to park the Ford. It was no longer there; stolen or in a police garage somewhere being torn to pieces in the hunt for a murder weapon. The narrow cul-de-sac was deserted and, without the shop nightlights on the main road, much darker. He made a careful three point turn using the throttle with care, both to keep the noise down and to help traction on the slippery surface, and drove the car back toward the T junction, the piled up snow in the gutter crunching in memory of Monday morning as he pulled in to the kerb.

The lights were doused and the ignition switched off.

All was deserted.

Quiet.

They waited five minutes in silence, the temperature in the car falling as the cold seeped in from outside. He fingered the torch stamped with the name of the hotel weighing heavy in his pocket. He had bought it from a hotel porter who had taken some persuading, but the money was not his and enough of it softened resistance.

Nothing stirred.

No movement.

Not a sound.

Blacker turned to look at Jenny. He was both frightened and excited, a strange mixture of emotions, foreign to recent experience, which sharpened the senses and gave him an almost unbearable feeling of awareness. John was anxious to begin.

“Jenny,” he said finally, breaking the thick silence that had grown between them. “I shall get in through the back.” He nodded to the greater darkness behind them in the lane. “You keep an eye and an ear on the main road, and if you notice anything that worries you, hit the horn twice and then scram.”

“But...” she began.

“Don’t wait for me,” he interrupted. “I shan’t come this way if I hear you toot. The only way you can help me is to warn if there is danger, and once you have done that you will be at risk yourself. If that happens, get the hell out of here and I’ll see you back at the hotel.”

“All right, John,” Jenny replied, “I’ll do what you want me to do, but I will not just drive back to the hotel. Have you forgotten that your face has been plastered all over London? On foot, alone, even if you manage to find a taxi at this time of night, you’ll stand a fair chance of being recognised before you can get back to Heathrow. If I have to leave you, I will, but we will have a meeting place nearby. I know,” she continued quickly, stopping him interrupting. “You remember the Grapes pub, about a mile back, a big Gothic looking place on the corner of the cross-roads where the traffic lights were. I’ll wait for you in the car park.”

Blacker looked at the profile of her face, picked out by the faint, reflected shop lights in the street ahead. Already he knew that expression. Her bottom lip pouted; she had made up her mind and he would not be able to change it. He was glad, feeling a deep tenderness for this warm vibrant girl whom he had known for less than two days.

“Okay, love,” he said, “but please be careful. If you need to signal me, drive out into the main road and hit the horn as you pass the Travel Agents. That will increase your chances of getting away without being followed. It may take me a bit of time to get to the Grapes on foot, so wait for me parked, engine off, no lights, head down.”

He leaned across the seat and nestled his left hand gently behind her head. Then she was in his arms and they kissed hard, fiercely expressing the emotional bond that had grown between them, young still and created by adversity, but already strong and binding. There was more commitment to the future in that one kiss than in all the couplings of the past twenty-four hours. John took a deep shuddering breath as they disengaged; a sudden premonition, a chill fear between his shoulder blades, predicted that this could not be. He shook it off; just a draught he reassured himself, but the feeling lay there like a stone, dissipating the elation of the moment.

“I’ll be back, don’t worry,” he whispered, and then opened the car door and slipped out into the darkness. She remained; the interior cooling, white breath already visible, and the cold strengthening its grip on her soul with every passing moment.


 The window was easy. It took Blacker less than a minute, together with the convenient use of a borrowed milk crate, to climb up into the tiny toilet. John knew the ground floor well but risked the torch anyway; he did not want to break a leg over an unexpected packing case. Once out of the stall, past the urinal and through the toilet door, to his left was the back street exit, locked and barred. He turned right along the narrow corridor.

On the other side of the left hand wall were two rented, lock-up shops; one a chemist, the other a newsagents. There was also a door that led to the basement. As far as he knew it was always locked and had never been used. To the right was the ladies’ WC, then the brochure storeroom, and finally the lift and stairs. At the bottom step he paused, looking across at the entrance to the front shop where, until recently, he had spent every working day. He wondered who they had drafted in to take his place. Perhaps Bristow had to work for once.

Blacker started up the stairs. The first floor was well known to him. It was here that routine contacts with the tour operators and airlines were handled, and all associated booking arrangements administered. Past the lift to his left was the switchboard and post room combined, and beyond that a small kitchen. Ahead was the door into a large, open plan office; empty now but once the Christmas break was over additional temporary staff would be brought in and the place would hum. There was unlikely to be anything there that would give a clue to his present predicament. If necessary he would search it later. For the moment John was more interested in the two floors above, full of unknown possibilities.

He climbed the stairs to the second landing. The layout was similar to the lower level, a corridor running the length of the building, offices ahead. There were three doors to the right while on his left, past the lift, there was the dead file room and then the kitchen and toilets. The office at the end of the corridor was likely to be Fred’s, he remembered, from Armitage’s jokes about being next to the bog. It was as good a place to start as any.

Blacker tried the handle. It was locked but he had come prepared. He removed from his coat pocket a large screwdriver also acquired earlier that day from the hotel porter. Since the man had stolen it from his employer’s maintenance department, John had no concerns about gossip as to his intentions. But smugness evaporated when the catch refused to yield and then, with an ease that was infuriating, swallowed the shaft of the screwdriver as the handle parted company with it.

John looked at the door in frustration for a long moment and then, angrily, threw his body at it. There was a dull thud. The entry remained stubbornly blocked while a muffled cry of pain forced itself through Blacker’s gritted teeth. He took a step back before his annoyance caused him to do something really silly, and considered. Was this to be the end of his search? He refused to allow the barrier to remain, but what to do? Then memory stirred, bringing back a reminder of a party many years before, a locked toilet door, and a group of hysterical young women with overflowing bladders. Pretty Boy Gladys, effeminate and outrageous – he weighed no more than nine stone and had the operation years later - had minced up, planted one of his size sevens firmly by the lock, and the door had flown open. The drunken occupant of the loo had been spirited away and normal urinating had been resumed.

He looked at the obstruction; plywood and batons probably, and at his Tuf size eleven’s. If Gladys could do it then so could he. Blacker rocked back on his left leg and caught the lock a heavy blow with his right foot. The catch was sprung and the door flew back against the wall with an almighty crash. If there was anyone in the building they would have heard the noise. John had other concerns; the agony imparted by a glancing blow to his ankle from the door handle was demanding all his attention.

Eventually he recovered and began to explore the room. After the effort of entering, there was little of interest. The office was large and bare. There were three desks, and the shaft of the screwdriver came in useful for levering the locks open. John paid particular attention to Armitage’s drawers. They were easy to identify from the contents, personal possessions that the man would never see again, but all seemed innocent. He even examined, with only a hint of prurient interest, the small collection of Dutch and German pornography secreted underneath a pile of papers. He felt uncomfortable as he shuffled through the well-fingered photographs. It felt like an invasion into someone’s private life even though Armitage was dead. The pictures involving animals looked particularly obscene, and he marvelled again at what Jenny, a lady of considerable strength of character and purpose, could have seen in the indolent, shag happy Fred.

Blacker moved into the next office through an unlocked interconnecting door. He flashed the torch across the room; no surprises. A rapid examination of desks and filing cabinets revealed nothing of interest. This was where travel documentation was prepared, the Travel Agents issuing tickets as agents for the airlines, the railways and the bus companies. A number of VDUs stared blankly at him as he searched. It was amazing, he thought. He had worked for the company for well over a year, knew intimately the telephone voice of the man whose drawers he was rifling, but would not recognise him if they bumped into each other in the street. It was a measure of his own instrumental view of his job, he mused, and that generated an interesting thought. Why on earth did they give him the shop? He was a forty year old man with a prison record, no relevant experience and no interest in the work. John had needed the money and was prepared to lie in his teeth to get the job, but the interview was a farce. He had seen a middle aged man, a cockney he had never seen since, who had been bored with his answers once he had got past the personal stuff and had wanted to chat about football. He was convinced he had no chance, but then they had written and offered it to him.

He thought again about the Travel Agents. It had existed for more than twenty years, but when he arrived it had just changed ownership. Most of the previous employees had either been pensioned or paid off, and a number of new recruits joined with John. This led him to think about the office staff. With the sole exception of Armstrong, none could be described as gregarious. There was little camaraderie and no non-business contact between floors. A number lived out of town, and nearly everybody left on the dot. That is, he thought, except for the third floor. He had often noticed lights burning there when he locked the shop up.

Blacker abandoned his search and moved out into the corridor. He should have started at the top. He took the stairs three at a time; an instinct was growing within him to hurry.

Once he had reached the landing, a quick flash of the torch revealed two doors to the right, one opposite the lift and another two thirds of the way down the corridor. At the far end were the toilets, which reminded him of the overheard conversation. This time he was more cautious, examining the nearest door before poking it with the screwdriver. His heart sank. He could see that it was solid wood strengthened with steel. The lock looked secure and there were two keyholes. Blacker was not going to kick his way through this in a hurry.

He tried the handle just to make sure. No entry. There was no point in trying to break it down. He moved down the corridor, and for once his luck was in. Starr had been in the office late the night before, and Charlie enjoyed the odd Scotch, or Irish, or almost anything that came under the heading of whisky or whiskey. The other door was not only unlocked, it was ajar. John, spirits rising as he noticed the gap, stepped through into the room. A moment later his heart almost stopped when he heard a loud snore. Starr had not left the door unlocked by mistake; he had not left. A quick flash of the torch once he had recovered showed Charlie slumped on a settee, an empty Glenmorangie bottle on the floor by his out flung left arm.

The room reeked of whisky; the noisy sleeper was dead drunk. John moved across the room, nervous at first and then more confident. The place was dirty, the cleaners were never allowed in here. He found a desk and sorted through the drawers; they were full of rubbish, fag packets, tissues, empty bottles, and cans. In a sliding tray at the top he found a small bunch of keys.

A door in the far wall caught his eye; perhaps a walk in cupboard, the entrance was only five feet high. There were hasps at top and bottom. He tried the keys. At the third attempt the top padlock came apart, a moment later he had unlocked the bottom. He turned the handle.

It was an armoury.

Blacker gasped as he surveyed the contents. It was not so much a cupboard, more a small room. There were no windows. The light of his torch was reflected in the gleam of metal. There were racks on the walls on two sides, and industrial shelving covered a third.

The room contained a bewildering variety of guns. To the left was a selection of sub-machine pistols, Uzi, Schmeisser, and Sterling. Ahead were three Kalashnikov AK47 assault weapons and a number of RPKs, several specialist Parker Hale sniper rifles, a single M16, and a Heckler and Koch high velocity machine gun. Blacker tore his attention away from the heavy artillery and examined the other wall. The racks there were filled with hand guns; a bewildering variety of pistols and revolvers including a Colt Python, a Remington .300, a Magnum .357, a Walther P38 and a number of Lugers. Boxes of ammunition and cases of grenades were stacked on the shelves, but there was also a Czech RPG-7 bazooka, a 60 mm mortar tube with a number of bombs, several drums of nitro benzine, and two riot guns. John did not recognise the hardware, but he could see that there was enough firepower to start a small war. More bewildered than ever before, he closed the door and replaced the padlocks. Whatever it was he was involved in, it had dimensions that he could not begin to imagine.

Blacker moved toward the inner office, maybe the answer was in the next room, but a noise in the distance froze him in mid-step. A door had slammed somewhere down below, the sound echoing up the stair well. Forgetting the comatose Starr, he ran past the settee and down the corridor. He wished that he had helped himself to one of the guns, but it was too late. Lights had been switched on below, and someone was coming up the stairs.

John knew that he had to move fast, and he knew with certainty that if he was caught, the further away from the cache of weapons the better. He cleared the steps to the floor below and ran past the broken door and into the gents. With luck the new arrival would go straight to the top of the building, giving him the opportunity to sneak back down the stairs. John was leaning against the toilet door, breathing heavily, when there came into his mind a mental picture of the broken lock lying in full view in the corridor.

For a moment there was indecision; should he dash back out and grab it?

Too late!

From outside there was a muffled exclamation and the sound of heavy feet coming closer. An indistinct reply floated up from somewhere below. There were two of them. Next second there came a crash from the room across the corridor. Blacker acted without thinking, desperate to know what was happening, he eased the toilet door ajar and risked a quick look. Both sound and vision came together. In his line of sight, through the wide open door of the office opposite, a burly, middle-aged man stood in the centre of the room, telephone in hand. He was shouting,

“Get up ‘ere, Kenny. Looks like a break in.” The voice was familiar, East London, powerful, aggressive; it was the man who had interviewed him for the job.

As he put the receiver down a horn sounded twice in the distance, Jenny? An engine revved, followed by the crack of a pistol.

The cockney turned in sudden shock at the sound. Blacker jumped, jerking the handle he was holding. The warning caused instant discovery.

The burly man was across the office and into the corridor, pulling the door open as Blacker stepped back from it. His face broke into a lazy grin.

“Well now, what do we have here?” The man moved into the toilet, flicking on the light with practised familiarity as he did so. From inside his coat he eased out a snub nosed revolver. John knew that if he did not do something fast he would never do anything ever again. And for once something happened that gave him a small edge. It was the cockney’s turn to register shock as he stared at his face.

“Blacker,” he faltered, “but you’re dead!”

John was moving forward, instinct in control guided by long discarded experience. He ignored the gun, forgot his hands, he was the striker going for the ball. The point of his shoe caught the side of the right kneecap. The controlled violence of the blow swept the man’s leg from under him so that he fell; out of control, disorientated for a few crucial seconds. The disabling pain would come soon, but the cockney had the gun and was still dangerous. Blacker threw himself forward, groping for the revolver and grabbed his right wrist.

The two wrestled on the tiles. Both men were big, and both unfit. For a long moment they struggled, grunting, sweating, for control of the gun until, once again, John’s street experience came back to him. Without thinking, taking advantage of the fact that he was on top, he butted the older man hard on the bridge of the nose, and again a second time, viciously, as the cockney groaned and tried to twist his head away. Blacker changed tack and, again taking advantage of gravity, ground his knee up into his opponent’s groin. Then he twisted, still holding the right wrist but rolling over the man, all his strength plus body motion diverted into pressure on the hand. The stranger screamed and the gun flew from broken fingers across the floor.

They both scrambled for the revolver, but John was quicker. He dared not delay. At any moment the other man might burst into the toilet and that would be the end of it. Blacker stood up, shaking slightly in the aftermath of violence, but he had the gun.

His battered opponent levered himself off the floor, almost falling as he attempted to put weight on his right knee. The grin gone, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, leaving a smear of blood from his broken nose across one cheek. Breath laboured, but with malice undiminished, he moved to the attack, hoping to catch John off guard. Ignoring the evidence of his broken body, the cockney was not thinking straight; this was just the dopey receptionist, a push over! Blacker pulled the trigger in immediate, non-thinking, reaction. The gun fired, not loud but decisive. A crimson blotch appeared on the man’s right cheek to match the smear on the left and he fell back into the urinal. Instant bloody death, just like the TV, John thought. He had a sudden urge to laugh, even began to chuckle before regaining control; the events of the past few days were hardening him to violence.

He eased the stranger’s feet to one side and opened the toilet door. Perhaps the shot had not been heard. All was quiet. Jenny’s horn must have caused a diversion. He hoped that she would be all right.

Blacker had been sure he would find answers at the Travel Agents; instead he had discovered more questions. It was too dangerous to search further. The dead man in the urinal would soon be missed. He had a sudden thought and, stepping over to the stall, pulled the body on to the tiles. It was heavy, much heavier than expected but, with a struggle, he had the man on his back on the narrow floor. Averting his gaze from blood filled eyes, he searched the pockets. A roll of banknotes was pocketed, followed by a wallet and what looked like a notebook. Squeamishly, remembering Fred, he refrained from searching the trouser pockets.

John picked up the gun and reopened the toilet door. All remained quiet. He moved down the corridor to the stairs. His heart was still beating so fast that it felt like he was being punched in the chest. It would be easy for a gunman to wait for him on the floor below. He was afraid but still determined, and yet there was no other way out; or was there?

“What a bloody fool I am!” he muttered to himself. “The fire escape.”

It was easy to forget, given that he spent all of his working time on the ground floor. Access must be close by. He knew there was an external emergency staircase at the rear of the building leading to the roof of a block of lockup garages. He just had to find the exit.

“Harry”

The suddenness of the call as it echoed up from below made him start. Time was running out. Access had to be from somewhere along the rear wall, which excluded the offices. It was likely to be some distance from the internal stairs. That meant, on this floor, the telex room, the kitchen or the toilets.

Exclude the telex room; too close to the lifts. Nothing in the gents, he would have noticed.

“Harry.”

The voice sounded closer this time. He ran along the corridor almost panicking, if need be he could hide again. Then he found what he was looking for. The light of the torch picked out the Emergency Exit sign on the door of the ladies’ rest room. After a moment’s hesitation, a fastidiousness that was ludicrous in the circumstances, he went into the toilet. To one side of the cubicles at the rear by the sinks was a door locked with a glass bolt. Blacker slipped the gun into his pocket, crossed the room and hit the release bar hard. It moved an inch. Either disuse had jammed the door or the exit was blocked from outside.

Another shout came, muffled by the wall but sounding much closer. He might have to shoot his way out after all. Think, he told himself and pushed at the bar again. The door gave a little and the glass bolt creaked, but no more. He knew that they were designed to break on impact. Something must be in the way.

He hit it again, hard. The door moved a further inch and the bolt shattered with a loud crack.

The noise might have been heard.

He needed a diversion.

John was calmer now that danger was close. He was learning from recent experience. His mind was beginning to work under pressure. A few heavy shoves at the door and with luck there would be sufficient room to squeeze out, but the noise might lead to premature discovery. The fire alarm was just outside in the corridor. Nobody would know which floor it had been set off on, and the sound of the bell, he knew from experience, would cover any noises he made. It would alert the fire brigade, which might also be an advantage, for that should encourage the other inhabitants of the building to modify their behaviour; which should reduce the chances of being killed even if it increased the possibility of capture.

Blacker moved to the toilet door. He could not afford to delay any further. Any second now and Harry’s friend could be up to the second floor. He slipped into the corridor, took his shoe off, and hammered at the glass cover to the alarm with the heel. Once the glass was broken, he picked it out and hit the button. The noise, even when expected, made him jump. It was deafening, ideal for his purposes and then pointless for, as he turned to go back into the loo, a figure appeared at the top of the stairs. The man spotted him, shouted something lost in the din, and began running toward him.

All caution gone, John threw himself back into the toilet, across the room, and hard against the emergency exit. It gave a full six inches.

Not enough.

He turned, took out the revolver, and fired at the door. He continued to pull the trigger until the gun was empty, hoping to buy a few moments grace. For a second he was confused as, after he had finished shooting, holes continued to appear in the splintered wood, until an angry buzz past his ear made him realise that the opposition was firing back.

Still holding his left shoe he kicked with his right foot. The door shifted. There was almost enough room.

Now!

He threw himself at the narrow opening and, uncaring as the buttons ripped from his coat, forced himself through.

Once outside Blacker stopped. Despite the need for haste he took a moment to look about. No sign of an ambush.

The obstruction that had caused him so much trouble was a heavy packing case, balancing precariously where he had pushed it half off the catwalk. He heaved the thing back into place blocking the exit. It would buy a little time. Only then did he slip his left shoe back on and begin to jump down the stairs two at a time. The noise of the alarm was less deafening outside, but bedroom lights were already on at the far end of the block where there were private flats.

Behind him as he reached the garage roof, the packing case shifted. John ran across to the cantilever ladder, the last step to freedom. As he jumped up to make it swing down, a bullet ricocheted off the guardrail; his pursuer was out on the catwalk. He half fell down the ladder as another bullet buzzed nearby, and then there was an almighty crash as the packing case overbalanced and fell, hitting the roof of the garage and bursting apart. In the distance, over the noise of the fire alarm, could be heard the sound of a siren.

Blacker ran.


 Donovan arrived at the Travel Agents at the same time as the Fire Brigade. There being no sign of a fire, no smoke, only the alarm, he persuaded the Chief Officer that they should enter the building together. The Irishman explained that some of his staff were working late, and that the bell could have been set off by accident. Kenny Charton who came running down the stairs as they entered forestalled any need for further explanations.

“Hello guv’,” he shouted above the din and, on spotting the fireman, continued. “Sorry mate, my fault. I clouted the bloody thing by accident when I was shifting some gear.”

The master alarm was located in the brochure store. Donovan reset it. The sudden silence was profound.

The Chief was not amused. A short lecture ensued about the stupidity and clumsiness of some people, not to mention the strangeness of working in a Travel Agents during the early hours. The fact hat he had just been dealt the best cards of the night when the bell went off fed his anger. Even if the other players at the station were prepared to play out the hand, they would know he had something good.

In the middle of this dressing down two police officers appeared. One of the local residents had telephoned to report a break-in. The fire brigade left, but it took all of Donovan’s powers of persuasion, plus convincing proof of identity, before it was agreed that a search of the premises would not be necessary.

Once the panda car had departed, he turned on Kenny in a fury; the cool, cold-blooded Irishman was very angry.

“What the bloody hell do you stupid bastards think you were doing? Mary, Mother of God, in the last few days we’ve had enough cock ups to last us the rest of our time on this earth. Inviting the police and the fire brigade to watch while you deliver a consignment of illegal arms; words fail me.”

“Look guv’,” Kenny tried to explain. “We did what you told us. We took the case up the fire escape and left in on the second floor catwalk while Harry went to open up the store. I got fed up waiting for him and was coming in through the back entrance when he calls down on the internal phone that there is something fishy going on. I have a ferret around and it looks like somebody broke into the building through the bog window. I was about to nip back to the fire escape to cut off any retreat when a car starts up sounding its horn; had to be a lookout. This Rover comes tearing down the road so I bang off a couple at it, but I missed him and he scarpers.”

Donovan interrupted, his face black, “Am I hearing right? I know I don’t employ you for your brains but Jesus, Kenny. You were shooting at a car in the street, this street. Our cover, two years work, risked at the sound of a horn. You keep telling me you’re only a bluddy driver, why can’t you behave like one? I must be out of my mind using idiots like you.” He brushed his hand across his face, as though to wipe the craziness away; it had been a long day. He was just grateful that, on a whim, he had decided to check that the arms had been put away. “Go on; surprise me, what happened next?”

The abashed Kenny looked at his boss, screwed up his face in a grimace that was meant to indicate that it was not his fault, and continued, “I went back to the fire escape, but there was nothing there. Then I heard a shout and I thought, well, ‘Arry must have sorted it. So I went back in to give him a hand with the disposal, and then I saw this geezer on the second floor setting off the fire alarm. He ran into the ladies and...” Kenny hesitated, looking at the Irishman, “and, er, we exchanged a few bullets through the door. It weren’t my fault guv’, honest, he fired first. Anyway, when I got in there he’d scarpered; had it away on his toes down the fire escape.

“There’s one other thing, boss.” Charton shifted his feet and would not look at Donovan, this was worse than confession. “He went through the emergency exit against which I had parked the ammo and stuff. The case fell off and now its contents are spread all over the garage roof.”

“You stupid bastard,” Donovan sighed; this time there was no real malevolence in the remark. “Where’s Harry, picking up the debris?”

“No boss. That’s the bad news. He’s in the bog on the second floor. He’s croaked. The bastard shot him.”

“Jesus Christ!” Startled at this news, he forgot to shout at Kenny for leaving the worst to last. This was serious. He did not know what it meant, but it smelt. Burglars do not use guns and they do not kill people. He wondered if Masuta was checking up on him. That madman had some trigger happy employees.

“Was the guy black?”

“No idea, I never saw him.”

It was getting worse and worse. Donovan decided that the sooner he got away from the whole mess the better. One other thing struck him; with Harry Connolly dead he had a vacancy for the trip he was planning. It would have to be Dave Quinn, after this cock up there was no way he was going to take Charton; he was only any good for driving and there were no cars in the Camborne.

“All right. Let’s get it cleared up and worry about the implications later. You’d better get Pat Murphy and Dave Quinn down here, and while you’re at it see if you can contact Billy. I know he’s his own man but I haven’t seen him for a day or two. Come to that, I haven’t seen Charlie either. If he’s been on the piss again I’ll have his balls. And Kenny, no more cock ups. I will hold you personally responsible for picking up everything, every last bullet off that roof and securely locked away on the third floor before dawn; and without any coppers or nosy neighbours seeing anything.

“Get to it. I’ll get the bin-men to dispose of poor Harry.”

They both pulled out their mobiles, Donovan first locking the side entrance to discourage any further unwelcome visitors. After contacting the collectors and agreeing another expensive fee, he searched the building from top to bottom, both to confirm the extent of the damage, and to ensure that no other intruder remained. He soon discovered the luckless Charlie, still sleeping it off. The fire alarm had not wakened him, but the Irishman did.

By three a.m. he was hopeful that his cover was still intact, although mystified as to the reason for the break-in. The damage on the second floor was an embarrassment. They would have to tell the staff something in the morning, but there was no way that he was going to invite the authorities back. Better tell them that there had been a burglary, he concluded, but that the company knew the culprit, an ex employee with a grudge, and was unwilling to prosecute. It was thin, but who would care. They had recruited nonentities, introverts with personal problems, people with secrets, and he had made redundant any long service employees when they had taken over the firm; no one would make waves.

The mystery remained about the reason for the break-in. Harry had been robbed, but that looked like an opportunity theft. His empty gun had been found in the yard. The intruder had used it to fire at Kenny, so no weapon of his own. But who would believe that there was anything worth stealing in a Travel Agents. No, thought Donovan, despite the lack of evidence he had to assume that there was more to this. If someone had found out that they had been stockpiling arms they would be in real trouble? The suppliers knew, but they were not aware of this building. What about the basement? That was full of the weirdest things, Vannood’s requirements had been difficult to satisfy and even more difficult to explain to his boys; but they had mostly been secured and were now stacked in the cellar. He had checked them himself and nothing had been touched. The armoury on the third floor also looked secure. There was no sign of tampering with the locked and Charlie swore nobody had been in the room.

His mind moved on to Brice Smith. That man had cost him a great deal more than he had anticipated. What galled was the fact that he had been operating from the beginning on his own and had fooled the Irishman about his connections. He was just a bloody bent civil servant with a taste for private enterprise. The bugger had been running Murder Incorporated for his mates, while Donovan had carried out his orders. One thing remained. How had he found out about the Irishman’s past? There were only a small number of people who had ever known the things Brice Smith hinted at. If any written evidence still remained it would be well hidden. Before he departed this earth, it would be nice to find out who had shopped him.


 It took Blacker an hour to reach the Grapes public house. Jenny had been right; in the deserted streets he was conspicuous. Twice he had to change his route, once when a police car appeared ahead of him and a second time when a group of lads started shouting. They were drunk and probably looking for an easy target to beat up; but, whatever, he had to take to his heels. And John was freezing again, with no gloves and unable to do his coat up having ripped most of the buttons off squeezing through the emergency exit. It was lucky that he had hung on to his shoe during the frantic escape.

As he neared the pub he spotted the Rover, unmistakable, the only vehicle in the car park. Thank God for that, he thought, as he crossed the road. For a moment, as he approached, the car looked empty. But the notion that he had got it wrong was stillborn as he saw the motionless form hunched down in the driver’s seat.

“Good girl, doing what she was told,” he muttered, and a wave of tenderness swept over him as he opened the passenger door, a feeling which changed in an instant to anguish as the street light reflected the emptiness behind her wide open eyes, and his hand slipped on the sticky, half dried, dark blood which saturated the seat.

Jenny was dead.

The bullet had hit her in the right shoulder and had been deflected by the scapula up and through the neck, just missing the cervical vertebra. She was lucky that it had missed the carotid artery: lucky, to die slow in twenty minutes rather than seconds?

Why had she not gone to a hospital? Why had she chosen instead to come here and die alone, waiting for him? And that, of course, was the answer. She had been waiting for him. He would never know whether Jenny had realised that she was dying.

Blacker felt a heavy weight pressing down. The ache in his stomach turned to bile in his mouth.

Jenny was dead.

It was unbelievable and yet undeniable. It affected him more than any of the other violent events in the recent past. It may have been wrong, but even the callous murder of his wife paled into insignificance against the loss of the girl he had known for a couple of days. It hurt - oh, how it hurt. It had been the first real relationship in an eternity. A human contact with so much promise wiped out. Leaning against the car, uncaring, blind to the world about him, he wept, not knowing whether he cried for himself or for Jenny, just weeping for the loss of what might have been.

Eventually the world about him ceased to blur, the cold night air reasserted itself, and John realised that he could not stay where he was. An angry determination took over. Once again events were changing Blacker. He was being tempered by adversity. That which would have destroyed a lesser man was strengthening his resolve. He would find the men who had done this - those who had destroyed his home, his wife, and his girl - whatever the cost. But now was not the time to plan revenge. He had to move. He had to have time to think.

John leaned in and took the keys from the ignition. He moved to the rear and unlocked the boot. He took a quick glance up and down the road. The night was quiet. In the distance a car engine revved and then died. He waited another long moment.

No sound.

No sign of movement.

Blank windows and yellow street lighting surrounded him. With luck there would be no witnesses to what he had to do.

Blacker opened the driver’s door and eased Jenny out. The body was warm and supple, and the feel of it, she felt so close to life and yet irretrievably gone, caused a fresh wave of sorrow, so that he stood, stooped, fighting back the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. It took him a while to get back under control, and then he did what he had to do. He lifted her out, carried her to the rear of the car, and tucked her into the boot. He folded her limbs with great care, struggling to protect her skin so that it did not bruise, but when he had to push her head and banged it against the rubber seal, he was almost sick. It felt obscene, sacrilegious, but he reassured himself with the thought that Jenny would understand, and the cooling flesh that was all that remained did not care. He slammed the hatch down hard, locked it, and returned to the front offside.

There was a great deal of blood on the seat. Later, he would have to abandon his overcoat. John started the engine, slipped it into gear and drove away, leaving the car park behind without a backward glance.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Void

For the fourth time, strange twins met in-between. Fetch and fetch, for who could say which was apparition and which was real, came together, the Void more stable than Donovan had ever seen it. Vannood was whole once more, a powerful presence, and at the edges of black there was movement, as though little eddies of energy were leaking out. Crimson was also in better form, although suffering from lack of sleep he felt none of the draining or the disorientation that had accompanied his last journey; the glimmerman was recovered. They had communicated successfully through the Irishman’s dreams. Lists had been exchanged, details discussed; it was time to finalise arrangements.

“Are you prepared?”

“Prepared you call it. Bejasus! I’ve had the divil’s own job collecting some of your stuff. Dragonroot and scraps of flesh, gold bars and half a pint of human sperm, for God’s sake! How did you expect me to get that?”

“Have you got it?” Vannood snapped, irritated by Donovan’s half joking tone.

“Indeed I have. But then I’m a smart feller, and you can get anything for a price.”

“Then there are just two things left to settle. It is vital that the balance is preserved. I explained that unless there is equivalence in the exchange between us, the consequences could be catastrophic.

“First, how many will you bring with you? There must be at least two for I have need of some support, but more is no problem for me provided I know the number.”

Donovan had thought long and hard about this. There were few he could really trust, Dave, Pat, Charlie, Kenny and perhaps Billy. There were the makings of a good team there, though it would be difficult to explain what they were getting into. Billy, for example, he had not seen the Kid for days, at least the others knew that there was something going on. Vannood kept emphasising the need for balance, better scratch him. That meant that with Quinn replacing Harry he was running out of ideas. What about Kenny? He was a good driver but not a lot of use without a set of wheels, look at the way he panicked at the Travel Agents. A thought struck him,

“Can we do this again? Would it be possible for further exchanges to take place in the future?”

Vannood pondered. He had not considered the possibility but there was no reason why not. There would be things left behind which might prove to be valuable. He would need to test his powers of glimmer once on Earth but in principle, if he could do it once he could do it many times.

“I can see no reason why not. In fact, a continuing relationship would be very desirable. We are both more likely to succeed if contact continues.”

“Then I will be bringing three men with me, Pat, Dave and Charlie, but there will be others later.”

“Well enough. We will talk of the future at another time. For the present, I need to know the weight of your friends. You and I are naturally equivalent and cancel each other, but the overall balance must be maintained.”

“I could give you a guess; say, five hundred and fifty pounds between them. Does it have to be exact? I haven’t weighed them lately.”

“Five fifty pounds,” replied the glimmerman, calculating rapidly. “I can create some protoplasm which I can call upon if need be. But it will be only a narrow margin. Be absolutely sure that there will be no more or less than three, four including you.

“Finally, we need to decide when the transfer will take place. The timing is critical. Once we agree you must assemble everything and everybody you want to bring across in one place. I will focus upon you since we have a natural affinity. Use a room bounded by brick or rock, and that will allow me to fix the limits of the change. And include within it all that is to come and no more, that is vital.”

“That’s fine. I’ve got just the place in mind.” Donovan thought for a moment. There was one bit of unfinished business he would like to clear up if possible - Brice Smith had it coming to him - and the basement would have to be cleared of all junk and the arms moved down from the top floor; that would have to be done at night. “Twenty four hours,” he suggested; and then he smiled, why not give himself a Christmas present. “Midnight on our December the twenty fifth; you know the calendar.”

“Yes, I do.” It was longer to wait than Vannood had intended, but not much longer and there were still things that he had to do. “Remember, the balance must be maintained above all else. Be at the departure point with your colleagues, and everything we have agreed to transfer, at eleven thirty p.m. on your Christmas Day. I will try to create a mind link between us before departure, but if that is not possible then the first you will know of our success will be your arrival in my world. It is vital that all is as agreed when midnight arrives otherwise the consequences are incalculable.”

“Don’t worry,” replied Donovan. Risk was his business; you measured it, planned against it, and then went for it. This constant harping on about the dangers confirmed his view that Vannood, despite his powers, was soft. “We’ll be ready and waiting.”

The glimmerman was still not satisfied and wanted to run through the detail of items to be transferred. The Irishman humoured him, but eventually Red and Black ended their conversation, made their farewells, and drifted apart. The mist eddied and settled. Nothingness existed for an indeterminate time until something lit by a pale yellow glow came into being. As it passed, gold developed form. The twins’ plotting was known; another player was in the game.




CHAPTER TWELVE

Brice Smith

For some time Blacker had been driving away from London. He was well into rural Surrey when, somewhere to the south of Dorking, he pulled the car over into a narrow lay by, wound down the driver’s window, and let the freezing air blow away the last of his mental anaesthesia.

Jenny’s death was a tragedy, but there was nothing that he could do about it. He was still alive and one step forward in his quest. Although he had been disturbed, the hoard of weapons was the first tangible evidence of ill doing at the Travel Agents. Moreover, one other piece of information had come out of the confrontation, the enemy thought him dead; the papers he had substituted in Fred’s flat must have worked. But what should he do next? He still had no evidence of ill-doing. The police would not take anything he said seriously, and if he did persuade them to search the Travel Agents, with his luck the guns would have been moved. He still needed to find hard evidence, but if he returned to explore the top floor further, the element of surprise had gone and the chances were much greater that he would be caught. Then Blacker remembered the wallet and notebook taken from Harry Connolly.

In struggling to get to the left hand pocket of his overcoat, much of which was glued to the seat with dried blood, he noticed Jenny’s handbag, lying forlorn in the foot well. A vision of her body stiffening in the boot forced itself upon him, unbidden and devastating. John had been subjected to repeated trauma over the past several days, been witness to half a dozen violent deaths, even been the direct cause of two of them, but until now, with the exception of the embarrassment at the police station, he had managed to retain a degree of control. But Jenny’s demise was the hardest blow of all. Like many men, he had always prided himself in not crying, whatever the provocation. Once again he embarrassed himself, breaking down, reason swamped by emotion; wracked by great heaving sobs that this time were cathartic, beginning the healing process.

It was several minutes before John managed to get himself under control again. He calmed down, but in the place of grief was a deep and growing anger. Determination renewed, he tore his gaze from the handbag and turned to the dead Connolly’s wallet; Visa credit card, receipts, a handful of twenty pound notes, membership of a drinking club in Camden, a packet of condoms; nothing of any use apart from the money. He turned his attention to the notebook. It contained a list of telephone numbers. There were a large number of entries that fell into two categories. Girls, some with exotic names, all based in London; Harry appeared to have an active sex life, or had, John corrected himself. There were also references to a number of men, at least a dozen, often with cryptic comments attached to them. One example that caught his eye, read,


Tom the tailor, contact through Jim, pony minimum.


Several other scribbled comments referred to contact through the same man. He leafed through the notebook looking for Jim, but there was nothing. Blacker began again at the beginning and read each page, looking for something of value. A pattern emerged. There were a dozen or so references to a third party, but the same three contacts kept turning up. There was Charlie, whose number was the only one he recognised, that of the Travel Agency. Jim, who he had first noticed, was mentioned five times. And finally the only full name recorded, Phillipe Souverez, with a foreign telephone number, possibly French. He surmised that that the people listed may be a part of, or in some way connected with, whatever he was mixed up in. John continued leafing through the notebook, frustrated at the lack of any clear information. A small piece of paper slipped out from amongst the pages and fell to the floor. He scrabbled under the seat until he found it. The scribbled note said,


Michael Donovan, Imperial Hotel, Paddington


Michael Donovan was the Irishman whose name Jenny had mentioned. There was no date. Perhaps he had stayed there years ago but, then again, he could be there right now. John made up his mind. He would pay the Imperial Hotel a visit this evening, once darkness had fallen. For the rest of the day it was best he remained outside London. He would drive to Croydon and buy some food and clothing. Tomorrow was December the twenty fifth and he had no idea where he would be spending Christmas.

Carefully avoiding thinking about Jenny in the boot, Blacker turned the key in the ignition; he was looking forward to meeting Michael Donovan on his terms.


 Christmas was a slack time at the Travel Agents. December twenty fourth was normally a half-day, but this year the employer was generous, and as the staff arrived Tommy Bristow turned them round with a handshake and a frozen turkey. By nine thirty he had gone, and Donovan with his inner circle - Charlie Star, Pat Murphy, Dave Quinn and Kenny Charton - had the place to themselves. He was not a happy man, thoughts of Brice Smith and break-ins were making him irritable, and he barked back when anybody tried to pass a pleasantry. They soon stopped trying.

The basement contained detritus from the past twenty years, piles of obsolete forms and boxes full of old brochures. It was a large room, almost a cellar, running for two thirds of the length of the building, and the process of clearing the junk out took the whole morning. The Irishman had them moving everything into the shop, dumping piles of dusty paper in heaps across the floor until it was impossible to get near the counter or the front entrance. The men spoke very little, the mood was sombre after the events of last night but they were all wondering what was going on in Donovan’s mind. There had been too many strange events of late. It felt that something was building to a climax, though nobody had any idea what it was.

The Travel Agents had been a brilliant idea. It was foolproof. The Irishman had even managed to get some African to fund the set up costs. And for a time it had fulfilled its early promise. Then things became peculiar. From a low-key operation they had moved into high profile killings; not that any of them had any moral problems with that, but it did not fit with the original objective. Donovan had justified his actions as a means of further growing the profits, they were all on wages with a share of the ultimate take when the job was wound up, but the killings were erratic; no pattern. Then there was the unpleasant Englishman, Brice Smith, bossing Michael around in a way they had never seen before. Finally, there were the events of recent days, the break in and the strange errands that they and others had been sent on, the collection of the weirdest junk that Donovan had demanded and refused to explain why.

When they broke for a coffee, Starr asked the question that had been on all their minds, but which had been carefully avoided while the Irishman remained in a black mood, “Why are we moving this stuff, Mick? From the state of the place we’re not going to be opening up after Christmas. You ought to tell us what’s going on.”

Donovan’s response was not aggressive; it was thoughtful. “It’s a fair point, Charlie. I’ll tell you later after we’ve finished. It’ll take some time and this job needs to be completed today.” He would have to explain his intentions, but he needed to think of some way of excluding Kenny who would not be coming with them, and he needed to think through how to set it out so that they did not think he had gone mad.

By twelve they had cleared the basement, apart from a collection of strange items, some of which they knew about because one or other of them had been involved in acquiring them, but others of which defied description. When Dave had attempted to move some of the boxes under the mistaken assumption that they were clearing the basement out completely, the Irishman had shouted at him in fury, and then, out of character, had apologised to the confused Quinn. The atmosphere remained difficult until the four of them adjourned for lunch at the Lamb and Flag. A couple of pints of Guinness with sausage and mash made them all feel better when they returned for the afternoon’s task.

The transfer of armaments from the top floor to the basement was an altogether more demanding task as heavy equipment and ammunition had to be manhandled to the lift, transported down in small quantities, and then taken to the basement and stacked at the far end. At least there were no volatile explosives to make the task dangerous as well as strenuous. At four p.m. Donovan called a break. He needed to get this over with, but first he had to get rid of Charton.

“Kenny, I want you to go to Camden, visit Billy’s drinking club, find his mates and see if he’s available. I need to talk to him before the holiday is over. We’ll finish up here and meet you back at my hotel tonight.”

Charton did not need to be told twice, he was happy to get away from hard physical labour. Once he had gone Donovan was in no hurry to get back to work. The time had come to tell them what was going to happen.

“Are you happy working with me, lads?”

There was a chorus of grunts in agreement, the Irishman had his moods, but he was loyal in his way and they had known him for a long time.

“Do you trust me?”

This time the agreement was less wholehearted. There had been too many unexplained events, and questions were beginning to surface in their minds about where this was going.

“I’m going to tell you this fantastical story. You might think me crazy but I swear that it is all true. Just listen while I tell it, and then I’ll try to answer your questions.

“The Travel Agents is washed up. That bastard Brice Smith has been blackmailing me.” There were gasps from both Dave and Pat when he said this but no sound from Starr who watched him with a funny look, half question and half concern, on his face. “These jobs we’ve been doing. The extras on the side that I told you would be more money for our retirement. I’ve been conning you. We haven’t been paid a penny piece for any of them.”

“Michael.” It was Dave Quinn, big and slow, red faced and thick set, a good man to have at your back in a fight. He did not challenge the demand for trust followed by a demonstration of betrayal, but he was puzzled. “I’m thinkin’ yerself is going to tell us why?”

“The shithead has evidence about the old days.” He was not above embroidering the truth; with the exception of Starr they had all been active Republicans. “He knows stuff about what we did, you, me and Pat.”

“There’s more,” he continued, before they began to ask what evidence. “The guy who put up the original investment for this scam, you remember I told you about Masuta, wants his money back. The bastard’s being kicked out of Upper Puanda. And if we close down the operation now we’ll end up with no money after two years of hard graft.”

“Then kill the blackie instead,” Charlie suggested. “Top him; there’s no record of any deal.”

“It’s not that simple. Masuta has some very nasty friends. Believe me boys, I know. Records would be the least of our worries.”

“Okay. But if we’re going to leg it, why are we busting our balls moving stuff in and out of the basement?” Murphy looked like Dave, just another Paddy, though even bigger, with a ruddy, open featured face and soft curly hair, but there the resemblance ended; under the lazy look he cultivated was a mind as sharp as Donovan’s.

“That’s a good point, Pat, and that’s what I need to tell you about. I’ve done a deal. It’s fantastic, but if we can pull it off we’ll be in clover for the rest of our lives. We’re going to a place called Artura, and what we’ve been doing is connected with the journey. With luck there’ll be a big crock of gold when we get there. Hear me out, because at first you will think I’ve gone nuts. The trip begins in the basement. We’re doing a swap with a friend of mine called Vannood, an instantaneous transfer. You’ve seen how they get from place to place in Star trek; well it’ll be a bit like that.” He knew it was a mistake as soon as he said it. Quinn was nodding his head, but both Starr and Murphy looked at him as though he was mad.

“And where is this place Artura, Mick?” asked Charlie.

“It’s in a land called Camborne. I know it sounds daft, but you must have thought about other planets, other inhabited worlds. Vannood has been communicating through my dreams...” He stopped, looking at the expression on their faces, knowing it was hopeless. There was no way this could be explained logically in a way that would convince them. Any thing else he said would simply reinforce the air of insanity and worse, might lead them to the conclusion that it was time to part company.

“Forget it,” he went on. “Even I don’t believe it and I said it. Just stay with me a bit longer. This isn’t the first time I’ve asked you to take me on trust. Tomorrow night we all meet in the basement. It’s vital that you are here by eleven p m. We need to protect our investment. Boxing Day will prove whether I am ready for the funny farm or not. Give me ‘til then, lads.”

“Right,” said Murphy, a relieved smile on his face. He knew that Donovan had been kidding them. “You always were a crafty one, Mick. We’ll stick with you.”

Starr said nothing, just nodded agreement, but there was something in his eyes, a wariness, that suggested he was not sure, and then Dave broke the moment by asking, “This place we’re going, do they have Klingons?”

They all broke up at that, and the laughter turned to hysterics when the rest of them realised, from the look on Quinn’s puzzled face, that he had not been joking.


 Just over an hour after Donovan had failed to explain his intentions, as afternoon blended into darkness, Blacker drove in to the car park at Norton General Hospital. He had thought for a long time about what to do with Jenny. He could not leave her in the boot, that would not be right, but the conventional things that were required when a death occurred would place him in jeopardy. In the end, this idea represented the best opportunity of putting her where her body would be treated with respect. The car park was almost empty. It must have been outside normal visiting hours; either that or most of the patients had been sent home for Christmas. The rain that was beginning to thaw the snow reinforced his feeling of isolation.

He stopped the vehicle under the dubious shelter of a bare oak tree, as far away from the exit as he could get. He sat for a while steeling himself to face the prospect of seeing Jenny’s dead body. The drumming of raindrops on the roof was soothing. Perhaps, if he stayed there and listened for long enough, mind a blank other than the pitter-patter of gentle sound, the despair would be washed away together with the dirt on the car. But try as he might he could not maintain the calming nothingness. Time and again his mind returned, unbidden, to the bloody corpse crammed into the boot.

In desperation, John stared out across the empty car park, rain and tears double blurring his vision. He tried to focus upon the grey building before him, anything to distract his thoughts, to diminish the pain. His eyes were drawn to a sign on the wall in the distance, MATERNITY WING. There was a big red arrow pointing off to the left. That was where new life was brought into being, he thought, while death haunted the ACCIDENT AND EMERGENCY entrance facing him. For some reason his spirits lifted a little. An irrational thought surfaced in his mind, there was no logic to underpin it but it was strong and hopeful, nonetheless. Some day he might return here save life not to deliver death. And then the rain pouring down washed the idle thought away.

John hesitated before opening the tailgate, but there was nothing about her that was frightening. He had closed Jenny’s eyes when he put her in the boot, and the light filtering across from the hospital was too dim to reflect the patina of death. The face was composed. The marks made by life’s experiences – the tiny wrinkles, care marks; character framed in flesh – had smoothed out, faded. She looked at peace, which in a very real sense she was.

He closed the hatch and walked across to an ambulance bay by the A & E entrance. There he found a stretcher trolley. It was easy. John wheeled it through the drizzle across the car park. The area was deserted, and the dark and the rain came to his aid. The shock surfaced when he tried to manhandle Jenny out of the car. Death made itself known through the unnatural chill of her body, the unyielding stiffness of the limbs, and the leaden weight of her slight form. He levered her out and on to the trolley, crying while he did so, tears mingling with the rain as they flowed down his cheeks. Blacker had to lay her on her side, foetus like, knees against her chest in mimicry of the way he had squashed her in to the boot. Jenny’s skirt had ridden up above her waist and he pulled it down angrily, as though correcting a blasphemy, and smoothed the sodden material with a tender trembling hand. There was no blanket, nothing to cover her with. For a moment he watched as the rain dimpled the empty dead features, and then turned and slammed the boot shut.

He left the trolley and its gruesome burden, started the Rover up and drove across to the entrance, if challenged Blacker meant to do his best to get away. He switched the engine off, but left the keys in the ignition. He closed the driver’s door without slamming it and walked back across the car park to the oak tree. He began to push the trolley toward the hospital. There was a kind of peace in the gentle fall of rain as he squelched his way across the tarmac. If he focussed on the A & E sign he could almost forget he was pushing a dead body. As he approached the ambulance bay, there came the sound of a two-tone siren in the distance. The noise grew in volume as a police vehicle, followed by an ambulance, came rapidly through the main hospital gates and up toward the entrance to Casualty.

John abandoned caution and the trolley and ran to his car. The emergency vehicles were already drawing to a halt before he had fumbled the Rover’s door open. Once in, sweating despite the cold, he turned the key repeatedly, flooding the carburettor and pumping the accelerator as the automatic choke failed. The frail body on the trolley had not been noticed. Glancing back, Blacker could see Jenny’s huddled form silhouetted by the flashing blue light of the police car. All the activity was about the rear of the ambulance where two stretchers were being expertly off loaded. No one was looking in his direction. John calmed down, took a deep breath, and got the engine started just as one of the nurses coming out of Casualty turned and ran toward the trolley. By the time he was driving out of the car park, the nurse was wheeling Jenny back toward the hospital entrance. Moments later he turned the corner, and she was lost forever.


 It was dark before Brice Smith began packing up to leave. Although only late afternoon, both the gloom surrounding the pool of light thrown by his desk lamp, and the empty feel to the building conspired to reinforce the feeling that everything was coming to an end. It had begun by accident out of a chance discovery, one that had no connection with Donovan but which had led to the position that he was now in.

He was under no illusions about the Irishman; a cold-blooded killer, after all, that was why they had begun this enterprise. Something had come out of the past, a threat to his career and to his future, and the solution had been blackmail. But it had been so easy, and once the first killing had been completed they had conceived the idea of hiring Donovan out, so to speak, for other hits. There was almost two million pounds sitting in an obscure Australian bank account. It was almost time to run. If Stuart Predergast did not expose them it was only a matter of time before some other enterprising investigator uncovered the same trail. Moreover, the Irishman was slipping his leash. Brice Smith had seen it at their last encounter; the contempt he could live with, he had never been a physical person, but the message of that malevolent hatred in his eyes was clear; if the Englishman did not get out soon, he might never go anywhere ever again.

His disturbing train of thought was interrupted by the telephone. Brice Smith was rarely contacted by his Minister, but with his responsibilities he was expected to be available when necessary, even at five p.m. on Christmas Eve; though who would be left in the building still thinking of work he was at a loss to know.

The call was not business.

“Charles!” He knew who it was straight away. It was a constant surprise to him how much emotion he felt whenever he heard that voice, despite that fact that the owner had abandoned him so long ago. But that was past. They were bound now, more tightly than any ties of blood.

“Why are you ringing me here? You know it’s not wise.”

“I have to see you. The Irishman is crazy. In twenty-four hours this whole thing could blow. I think we should get out now.”

“Hold on a minute. I agree that it’s getting difficult, but there is one last task first. Pandit Vishwanata still owes us one hundred thousand pounds. He says he will have it on Boxing Day. I would hate to leave without that money.”

“It’ll be no bloody good to us if we’re full of bullet holes. You don’t know him like I do. He’s not a forgiving man.”

“We won’t be dead. Donovan thinks we have the goods on him. He’ll become dangerous when he decides to run, and he’s in too deep with the Travel Agents to leave now.”

“He’s planning to run; at least, he thinks he is. The man has flipped. He’s raving on about teleporting to another world. You can’t expect a madman to behave rationally.”

“Don’t panic. Donovan may be a bastard, but he’s the coldest, most calculating man I know. If he’s behaving strangely, it’s for a reason,” A thought struck him. “Maybe he’s trying to panic you. Do you think he might suspect?”

“No.” The voice on the other end of the telephone was hesitant at first, and then became stronger. “It’s nothing like that. We’ve been together too long. There’s no way he would suspect. Look, meet me at the Travel Agents. It will have to be tomorrow morning. I’ll show you something that will convince you he’s gone nuts.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Michael and I are not exactly friends right now.”

“You and Donovan were never buddies. Don’t worry. He’ll be far away. I’ll be the only one there. Just ring the bell at the side entrance and I’ll let you in.”

They argued a little longer, but the caller insisted that Brice Smith needed to see for himself. Eventually he hung up, leaving the Englishman very worried. The feeling that it was past time to get out returned, but he could not leave all that money behind. He cleared his desk and locked the office. The building was deserted; everybody else was out somewhere getting drunk, but not Brice Smith. Nobody asked him to join the office party even at Christmas. Balls to the lot of them, he thought, when they were back pen pushing in January he would be sunning himself somewhere with a million quid in his back pocket.

He thought about Donovan and sighed; although he did not want to he would have to visit the Travel Agents. Just a couple of days more; that was all they needed.


 It was not yet seven p.m. and already there were women plying for trade. Blacker did not know it but these working girls had been on the street for hours. Business started at lunchtime on Christmas Eve, punters treating themselves to an early present before last minute shopping. By early evening it was a quick trick before a latish train, but not so late that the wife would ask questions. A short distance from Paddington Station he came upon the Imperial, part of a large unprepossessing block on the corner of Ilsley Road. Not a starred hotel, a short stay rooming house, but big; there was a rabbit warren of rooms and corridors above the shop fronts, hidden by the tiny entrance which gave the place the illusion of smallness. The brickwork was old and the paintwork peeling, the whole creating an atmosphere of seediness combined with impermanence and an anonymity that would appeal to Donovan. John felt a surge of confidence that he had found the Irishman’s lair. This was not a reputable hotel in which to spend a night or two in London; it was either long stay or very short stay, with nothing in between. The Imperial’s narrow entrance was the scene of considerable activity and he stopped on the corner and watched for a while, thinking about his next move. He speculated about how to enter unobserved, unaware that to dawdle here was to invite a different kind of attention. It was not long in coming.

“‘Allo luv; lookin’ for a good time?”

John turned to face the woman who spoke. He was disconcerted to notice that beneath the heavy makeup the streetlight was illuminating a clear fresh complexion. The girl was young, seventeen or eighteen at most, and despite the strong perfume, there was about her the heavy aroma of sex; she must have had a busy day. Blacker felt an unexpected and uncomfortable surge of desire. He shrugged it off. The Imperial’s main clientele was obvious. This could be his ticket into the place; an opportunity to be used.

“You could say so, sweetheart,” he responded, “How much?”

She stopped leering at him. The punter was hooked.

“Sixty sovs,” she replied without preamble. “That’s for straight sex; blow job fifty, by hand twenty.”

He thought for a moment.

“Where’s your pad? Is it the hotel over there?” A wrong answer and he would have looked for another girl, but he was right first time.

They haggled for a bit. She offered an amazing variety of alternatives before they settled both the price and the time. He did not object even when he was taken for another forty pounds once they were inside the Imperial, thirty for the room and a further tenner for the receptionist. It was the perfect entrée; just another mug, he was in and over the first hurdle.

The prostitute commandeered the key and led the way up three flights of stairs and along two corridors. On the third landing, a heavyset man was sitting in a chair propped against the wall. He nodded to the girl as they passed. His eyes registered Blacker, sized him up and dismissed him, all in a brief moment.

The room was dark and dingy, a dump. The furniture was sparse and the bed looked ancient. It was more than obvious that they did not bother to change the sheets between guests.

“What’s yer name, luv?”

The question was unexpected, and the smile that went with it even more so, but the girl had already thrown her coat over the back of a chair and was rolling off her tights.

“Er.....John,” he responded awkwardly.

“My name’s Cindy. Payment in advance, please. No kissin’ an’ put this on.” She fumbled in a drawer, took a contraceptive out of a packet and tossed it at him. Blacker caught the condom with difficulty. He fumbled five ten pound notes out and gave them to her.

“Thanks, luv.”

The money disappeared. Cindy hitched her skirt up and threw herself back on to the bed. The springs protested. “Oh, it’s great to take the weight off me feet.”

She stretched and then, shockingly, opened her legs wide.

“Come on, luv, we ain’t got all day. An’ don’t forget the French letter.”

The vulva gaped wide. He could see that her pubic hair was matted. An angry dry redness on her inner thigh, what looked like a blind boil, contrasted with the thick wet pinkness of her vagina. Blacker was both revolted and fascinated.

He had a powerful erection.

He did what he was told.

It did not take long, and she was off the bed and putting her tights on before he recollected his objective. “Wait a minute!” He stood up. “We agreed an hour.”

“Gawd, luv, you don’t want to do it again?”

“No. You misunderstand.” He pulled up his trousers and zipped the fly. With embarrassment, he held up the limp condom. “What do I do with this?”

“Put it in the bin in the corner.” She looked at him, ancient eyes in the young face. “I ain’t got time to chat.”

Blacker threw the Johnny on top of a pile of obscene little bags. Bile rose in his throat. He felt disgusted with himself for what he had just done, but he thrust the thought away into a corner of his mind. “I’m...I’m looking for a mate,” he ventured, “and I thought you might be able to help me.”

Cindy put her coat on.

“Oh yeah! Don’t you want to know how many screws I’ve ‘ad today? I saw you looking’ in the bin. Why don’t you ask why I fuck for a living’. I’ll tell you anyway, for money, what else?”

“No, really,” John protested, feeling his face grow hot.

“No, really,” she mimicked. “Piss off. You’ve ‘ad your fun and I don’t ‘ave time to play silly buggers. Don’t hang about in here.”

She was gone. Off to find another trick, the door swinging gently closed behind her.

Blacker sighed. He was in the Imperial, but how to find the Irishman’s room. He crossed the floor and picked up the house telephone. It was almost a minute before he could raise a reply. “What d’yer want?” The voice was both irritated and tired. John mustered what confidence that he could.

“Which room is Michael Donovan’s?”

“Who?” The voice croaked, and then a second later. “Ain’t that the Irishman?”

“That’s him.”

“Room 418. Don’t bother me again.”

John replaced the telephone. He was on his way. All he needed to do was track down the number in this rabbit warren. He glanced back at the room as he put the light out. The memory burned on his retina as darkness fell was even shabbier than before; bed more crumpled and the memory of what had just happened festering in his mind. Somewhere, perhaps, Jenny had looked down upon what he had done and had felt betrayed. He could pretend that it had been a means to an end; a sacrifice to find the Irishman’s room, but that would not have been true. Blacker was not prepared to lie to himself. It was not the first encounter with a prostitute that he had experienced, Mary’s strong dislike of sex had ensured that, but it was the first time he had felt ashamed.

Donovan’s room was not easy to find. The numbering system had little basis in logic. Although the first digit designated the floor, there was no 418 on the fourth. The rooms in the block to the west were numbered up to 412, and in other directions he found numbers variously up to 448, but of 413 to 418 there was no sign. He returned to the third floor to look for another flight of stairs. The landing where the minder had been was empty, although the chair remained as a landmark. John continued to search. Eventually, he opened an unmarked door that he thought might lead to a flight of stairs, and found the entrance to another corridor. Shortly afterwards he came across a small cul-de-sac and the missing numbers.

418 was at the end of the short corridor and impossible to miss. Blacker began to feel nervous. His earlier determination had evaporated. The man he was about to confront was a killer, a possible multiple murderer, and likely to be armed. He shook himself mentally. There was not a lot of point in prevaricating any further; surprise would have to be his weapon.

The door was plain. No different from the others in the corridor. He rapped the wood with his knuckles.

There was no reply.

He knocked again, harder.

There was still no reply. The corridor, the hotel, remained silent, expectant.

After a moment of indecision, Blacker stretched out his right hand and tried to turn the handle. The door was locked.

He glanced back along the deserted corridor. The door at the far end was closed. Drawing on his recent experience of breaking locks, John took a step back, lifted his right foot, and kicked hard. The heel of his size eleven’s struck the edge of the door by the handle. There was a loud splintering sound and it flew inwards with a crash. Blacker took one last look outside, nothing. He took a deep breath and slipped through into the room.

It felt unoccupied.

Sweating, nervous, he searched for a light switch in the gloom, found it, and flicked it on.

Empty!

John thought fast. The first thing to do was to cover his entry. He knelt down and examined the doorjamb. The force of the blow had ripped out the striker plate. It was the work of a moment to slot it back into place. He scanned the room. On a modern dressing table amongst a clutter of objects there was a nail file. Blacker replaced the screws and tightened them as best he could with his makeshift screwdriver. When he had finished, to a casual glance there was no sign of a break-in.

The room was twice the size of the bedroom he had occupied with Cindy and much cleaner. The bed was queen sized, neatly made and covered with a counterpane. The rest of the furniture in the room was good quality but anonymous. A long low unit covered half of one wall, with a dressing table, cupboard and chest of drawers combined. There was a large fitted wardrobe with a fulllength mirror. By the side of the bed was a small, free standing cabinet with a radio alarm taking up most of the top shelf. Two armchairs, a coffee table upon which rested a portable television, and a small refrigerator completed the furniture. The atmosphere was cold, but although the room did not appear to have been occupied recently, the fridge hummed, a gentle reminder that it had not been abandoned.

There was another door in the far wall. John glanced at it, and then tried the handle. It was a small bathroom, empty, but with clear lived in signs. On the large vanity unit enclosing the sink there was shaving gear, toothbrush and dental floss. A crumpled hand towel had been discarded on top of the low level cistern. Someone had urinated in the toilet and left it unflushed. Blacker did the same, marking the territory, and began to search the place.

Thirty minutes later, after examining the contents of the bedside cabinet for the third time, he had to accept that he was wasting his time. Donovan was a careful man. There was nothing to identify the occupant by name. It could have been a complete stranger’s home that he was ransacking; only the size of the clothing suggested this might be the right place, but that was a flimsy hook on which to hang breaking and entering. He stood up feeling depressed; time was running out and he had nowhere left to go. While he stood, indecisive, uncertain what to do next, there were voices in the corridor and the sound of a key in the lock.

Where to hide? Should he try under the bed? No, it was a modern divan and too low. The wardrobe was too small, the bathroom the only possibility.

John made it in time; forced to leave the door ajar he waited, adrenaline pumping, heart beating faster, pulse racing and the palms of his hands sweating. For a moment he almost panicked, thinking of that soft and menacing Irish brogue and the callous death of Mary, and then he forced himself to relax. This was why he was here; surprise was his ally, why not use it? But then it became obvious that Donovan, if it was he, was not alone. The damaged lock appeared to have held, but a frontal assault was ruled out as several men entered the room. Blacker was trapped. He heard the sound of the fridge being opened.

“Here, have a beer. I need a piss.”

The words registered too late, though there was nothing that he could have done.

The door flew open. The legitimate owner of the room stood there groping at his open flies. John was paralysed with indecision. Behind the Irishman were two other men. One, large, dark haired and holding a bottle, noticed that Donovan had stopped and asked a question. “What is it, Mick?”

“Would you believe we have a visitor, Pat?”

For the first time Blacker and the Irishman stood faceto-face. John was tired, unshaven, and unkempt. There was no hint of recognition in the blue eyes looking at him. Donovan’s face was normal, no sign of the murderer within he noticed, a craggy wrinkled visage, strong crease lines radiating from mouth and nose, though balding with an unhealthy pock marked skin. Not an unpleasant face, harmless, until those pale eyes betrayed just a hint of ice, and then it became what it was, a mask saying nothing about the personality within. He was a small man. Blacker dwarfed him physically, but when the Irishman leaned forward and slapped him across the face John was flung across the bathroom; his head striking the pedestal as he lost his footing and fell.

In a semi-conscious daze, thoughts of besting his enemy banished with one blow, he heard the sound of voices, and then he was being dragged across the floor into the light of the bedroom. Donovan was angry, very angry. “Nobody breaks into my place and gets away with it.” His voice was full of venom. Quinn pulled the comatose Blacker up from the floor and the Irishman decked him again with a punch full in the mouth. Lower lip swelled and split as the flesh was crushed against his teeth and head jarred as he hit the ground, but the pain brought John back to full consciousness. By some small miracle, he had not been recognised, faked death combined with an unshaven appearance, masked by a camouflage of blood smeared across his face, continued to protect him.

“Get up!”

He struggled to his feet only to receive another smack across the face that sent him stumbling back against the wardrobe. The smaller man followed him with clenched fists.

Donovan stopped hitting him when his hands began to hurt. Physical beatings were not his normal style. As a small man he had learned early that a gun was a more effective tool; a revolver cut the biggest heavy down to size. “Jesus Christ, I think I’ve broke me bluddy fingers.”

He lost interest in Blacker; other priorities were crowding in and this was just a thief, and a useless looking one at that.

“Take him outside, Dave, smack him about a bit, and then lose the bugger.”

Murphy, who had watched amused while the Irishman had taken on the bruiser role usually reserved for others, had a different view. “Hang on Mick, there are too many unexpected things happening these days. Don’t forget the break-in at the T.A. There’s nothing worth nicking here. Where did this guy come from?”

“You have a point, Pat.” He took a can of Beamish out of the fridge and decanted it into a Guinness glass. He looked at John propped up against the wall, calculation replacing anger. “What were you doing in my bathroom?”

Blacker did not reply. The beating he had been subjected to was superficial, and had helped to obscure his features further. The most discomfort was coming from his damaged little finger. Healing before, it had been caught as he fell and was a source of heavy pulsating pain. Donovan gripped John’s chin with his left hand. Baby blue eyes gleamed. He spoke again, soft voiced but the underlying menace was real. “Well dummy, why are you here?”

He sought for a way of disguising his voice. Finally he answered in a hesitant and phoney Midland/Yorkshire accent. “Yows wrong. I know nowt, nowt at all.”

What he said was ignored. The Irishman was staring at him, surprise in his eyes. His voice became even softer. “Pat, get a towel and wet it. I think I have just realised who this is.”


 It was nine p.m. when they left the hotel. Pat and Dave took him down some narrow stairs at the rear of the building. Quinn held his right arm in a painful grip just above the elbow. Blacker was sore and frightened. They had cleaned him up before departure, and he was more or less presentable. His face and body still hurt, but it was the fear that was the worst. The pressure of the past few days had turned into a greater nightmare with the imminence of death. Before, on each occasion when his life had been threatened, he had been able to fight back, to take action, even if it was only to run. This time he was trapped. Donovan’s final instructions had been clear. “This lad and I are going to have a long conversation, but my bedroom is not the place where I want to hold that kind of discussion. And there’s no time now because I’ve a little errand to run. Take him to the Travel Agents. Tie him up, gag him, and lock him in the basement. I’ll see you there tomorrow evening; better make it ten p.m. He should be softened up enough by then, and we can have a nice long chat with Mr Blacker before we leave.

“Have a good Christmas, lads. Remember, there’s work to be done tomorrow night so don’t drink too much.”

Although it was still early and the hotel had considerable passing trade, the back stairs were deserted. Once at ground floor level they moved through an abandoned kitchen and out into a yard at the rear of the building. There was an old Ford Mondeo parked ten yards away from the door and, before John had an opportunity to think of doing anything, he was bundled into the rear of the car. Murphy squeezed in alongside him, Quinn climbed into the driving seat, and the vehicle began to move before he could take a second breath.

It was snowing again, creating congestion and a slippery road surface. Both the overhead section of the M40 and the A4 were at a standstill from earlier accidents and the two Irishmen, whose knowledge of London was not good, were forced south as they struggled to find a route west. The Mondeo followed heavy traffic along the Edgware Road, through Knightsbridge, and over the river by way of Vauxhall Bridge. Quinn fretted, struggling with the traffic and the slippery surface, while Blacker sweated in the back. He felt sick; this was the worst situation he had been in since the beginning.

At the Elephant and Castle, Dave misjudged the corner and the big car slid on a patch of black ice for one heart-stopping instant before gripping the tarmac and propelling them into the Kent Road. Preoccupied with the skid, Quinn’s attention was distracted for a crucial second. Ahead, sideways across the carriageway, was a double decker bus. The partial thaw of surface snow during the day had re-frozen hard, as temperatures had fallen with the dusk. At the corner of the street, a pile of cleared snow had partially melted to flow as water across the camber of the road, there to reform as ice. The accident to the bus had just happened. It had shunted into a parked van, but only at low speed for there were no casualties. There were a dozen spectators congregated about the blockage, and there were two policemen in attendance.

Quinn’s fragile recovery of control from the early skid was lost as he tried to brake. Fortunately, their speed was slow, and some marginal traction was regained as the car slid into the kerb and came to a halt a few feet from the bus. Behind them other cars crowded into the street.

“Bugger!” Pat leaned across and tapped Dave on the shoulder. “I’ll make sure our friend keeps his mouth shut. We’re gonna be here for some time.” He laid a malt shovel hand on Blacker’s shoulder and dug his fingers in. It felt as though Murphy was gouging out a handful of flesh. The words were whispered low, “Just behave yerself and there won’t be any trouble.” The pressure relaxed and John slumped back, the fight squeezed out of him.

“Shit!” It was Quinn’s turn to swear, as a familiar dark blue uniform detached itself from the small crowd about the bus and strolled across toward them.

The constable rapped on the driver’s window and, when he wound it down, snapped at him with a voice frayed with irritation; it may have been Christmas Eve but for the police it had been a long bad day. “You were driving too fast for the road conditions. Where do you think you are; Silverstone?” He did not give Quinn the chance to reply. “Let me see your driving licence.”

Dave passed the document over with ill grace, aware of the need to remain inconspicuous but irritated at the policeman’s tone. The Scotch that he had consumed in Donovan’s bedroom while watching the Irishman beat up Blacker was another problem. The constable sniffed suspiciously at his breath, handed the driving licence back, and began to open the door.

“Please get out of the car, sir. I have reason to believe that you have been drinking.” For the umpteenth time that day he produced a breathalyser, the bag dangling from its white tube. As he recited the choice, blow now or blood later, he glanced at the other occupants of the vehicle. As the driver’s door was open, the interior light was on and the faces of the men inside could be seen clearly.

Every policeman in London had been briefed to look out for John Dennis Blacker, wanted for questioning in connection with the death of his wife and the murders of Jonathan Bartlett and Menaka Devi. The stubble did not fool the officer for a second. He turned back to Dave, grumbling as he climbed out of the car.

“Take a deep breath and then breathe slowly into the bag.”

He stood by while Quinn put the tube to his lips, checked it to ensure that the result was negative, and nodded. “Thank you sir, drive more carefully next time.”

Dave breathed an explosive sigh of relief when it became clear that his alcohol count was not over the limit, and then climbed back into the driver’s seat with a grunt.

The policeman moved away toward the rear of the Mondeo. As he did so he noted the number of the vehicle.

Twenty feet in front of them the bus was started up and, with a rending of gears, began to reverse.

The constable behind the Ford seized the opportunity that the distraction represented to speak urgently into his radio.

With a scream of metal on metal the bus extricated itself from the side of the panel van. Bits of plastic, aluminium and steel and shards of glass, clattered into the road. There was a gap and Dave decided that it was time to move. He crept forward, tyres crunching on the debris from the collision, ignoring the gesticulations of the traffic policeman on the kerb who had been directing the bus driver. He accelerated as he passed, only to be confronted by another obstruction. A police Panda car had pulled out from a side street just a few yards beyond the scene of the accident, and now straddled the left hand lane. To the right, a queue of stationary vehicles sealed off the road. Dave cursed and braked; they were stuck.

Two constables and a sergeant climbed out of the Panda and walked toward the Mondeo. The normally placid Quinn slammed the steering wheel with both hands in sheer frustration. “I don’t like it Pat. What’s going on?”

From further down the street the original officer approached the Ford from the rear. The sergeant was the first to reach the car and he pulled open the driver’s door.

“Right, everybody out. Now!”

Blacker wanted to scream, shout a warning, but the barrel of a gun was rammed hard into his ribs, and he sat rigid, sweat cold on his brow from the icy air gusting in.

Quinn climbed out of the vehicle. “What’s the problem? I’m not involved in the accident. We’re in a hurry.”

“Everybody out, please,” the sergeant repeated as he reached in, unlocked the passenger door, and opened it in one fluid movement.

The crack was loud in the night air, despite the noise coming from the accident site back up the street. Blood began to soak through the dark uniform moments before the policeman staggered back, clutched at his chest, and fell without making a sound. Murphy was up and out of the car, revolver smoking, before the sound of the shot had vanished into sudden stillness.

“Jesus, Pat,” Quinn’s eyes were wide with shock.

“Don’t get excited. They’re on to us. Damage limitation, Dave, we have to get the hell away from here.”

The other officers had dived for cover, but the original constable who had breathalysed Quinn came on, a determined look on his face. Murphy took a quick snap shot at him. It shattered a wing mirror three feet behind but served its purpose by forcing the policeman to jump to one side behind the row of stationary cars. In several of the vehicles, scared white faces peered from behind the illusory safety of lethal glass. In others, the more intelligent, experienced, or prudent, had thrown themselves to the floor.

Quinn pulled John out. He staggered as he lost his footing and half fell to the ground.

“We’re changing transport, Blacker,” Murphy announced. He was smiling; the man was enjoying the moment. They bundled him across the road into the police Panda. With Quinn again behind the wheel, the vehicle was reversed and driven forward hard, away from the traffic jam. The whole murderous sequence of events, from the appearance of the police car to its departure in different hands, had taken less than twenty seconds.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Tandariel

Vannood’s recovery was celebrated with a flurry of activity. For the first time in the memory of the animals they were allowed into the study at the top of the Tower. First, came the cleansing. The sorcerer was ruthless in his extermination of the guardians in his inner sanctum. The blood frogs, tree slugs, scavenger mice and squirrels were burned with mage-fire; smokeless and without heat the flame consumed them in an instant. The sabre tarantulas were different; too fast to target easily, even with glimmer, they were poisoned, irresistible bait doctored with cyanide. Only the brown bats escaped; the nearest thing to pets, they were caged ready to be transported with their master to a new life.

The mice maids, Felix, Albermarle, even Parc, were coopted into clearing the floor and segregating the books, under supervision, into those that were to be taken or left behind. Bottles, phials and boxes had their contents catalogued; crystals, gems, materials, organic and inert, were classified and assessed; objects arcane and exotic were examined and divided; weapons, furniture, clocks, lamps, musical instruments, armour, hats, cloaks, brooms and furniture, were all cleared from the room. Even the wolf guards found themselves pressed into unaccustomed heavy labour as boxes and bags, chairs and wardrobes, chests and stools, were transported down the steep stairs to be stored in one or other of the many rooms below. Once the room had been cleared, Melia, Mollie and Merta dusted and scrubbed in an orgy of cleaning. The accumulations of a generation eliminated in a day.

The glimmerman was everywhere at once, checking, testing, challenging, until he had identified and secured all those objects, books and materials which he planned to transport to Earth. It was a full twenty-four hours before the study had been cleared and cleaned, and the luggage stacked in the centre of the vast floor. Only then was he prepared to relax, send the exhausted animals to their beds, and allow himself the luxury of a few hours rest.

But it was not to be. Minutes after he had settled into a favourite armchair, now located in the sixth floor dining room, poured a Bengali brandy and lit a pipe, there came a thunderous knocking, reverberating upwards from far below. Wearily, he sent his glimmer-sense out, past the bedroom slippered major domo running down the stairs, to the massive, iron bound, oak doors at the base of the tower, and then beyond to where a group of half a dozen young men beat at his entrance.

Maybe it was a foolhardy prank?

Wait a moment! The thought came with a cold clarity that this was much more than a minor mischief. The revelation brought him out of his chair, all thought of rest gone. These were not just lads; they were mages, adepts of a sort. And then he had it, for one of them was not truly youthful but cloaked in an illusion; the Mage Protector, no less, come to beard the lion in his den.

Felix had reached the ground floor and was unlocking a small door used by the servants; the main entry had not been opened for many years. Once he had unbolted the door, he pushed it open half a yard and stared out at the small crowd in front of the building. “Who dares disturb my Master’s rest?” His voice was firm, for the cat-man still remembered the treatment of Task and was secure in the knowledge of Vannood’s power.

“It is I, Tandariel, come to teach your lord some manners,” answered the foremost young man, curly golden hair, clear blue eyes, the image of a Greek God, a half toga setting off the bronzed muscular body; though in full sunlight his skin had a waxen unreal sheen to it. The others about him, regarding the enterprise as a huge joke, clapped their hands at the riposte.

“You can’t come in,” Felix replied, and slammed the door in their faces.

There was a long silence. The cat-man began to make his way back toward the stairs, shaking his head at the peculiarities of humans as he did so. A whisper of sound, a sudden rushing came in the air. Vannood slammed his right fist in the palm of his left hand and shouted, “No!” But he was too late to influence events as an almighty explosion destroyed the whole of the front entrance. The iron bound, oak doors fragmented and burst, sending a lethal shower of shrapnel across the room and chopping poor Felix into pieces; what Task had failed to do was accomplished in an instant.

“Oh dear,” muttered Tandariel, as he stumbled across the rubble of the entrance into the blood-spattered hall. “A bit strong that.” Behind him the acolytes crowded in, eager for their first glimpse of the dreaded Vannood’s lair. Six floors above, the glimmerman’s face grew dark as he summoned his powers about him. Those who had invaded his home and destroyed his cat would not find it so easy to leave.

Tandariel had been summoned to see Kalanuth and Lord Pariman first thing that morning. The conversation had been difficult for they had no desire to hurt their old friend. However, it was past time to put aside sensitivity and when the old man, who had discarded his youthful appearance in deference to his king, persisted in misunderstanding the Lord Protector, the Lord Chancellor, ready to depart for Bengali and eager to begin the arduous journey, lost patience. “Kalanuth is telling you to retire. You are past it, senile, an old man,” he exploded. “Your powers have waned. You can no longer fulfil the duties of the Mage Protector. We are under threat from Vannood and what do you do? Play at being young again.”

At this the old man’s gaze dropped. Then he rallied and, for a moment, there was a hint of the past glimmer master in his response. “I know my duty,” he snapped back, “and there’s no need to shout. I may be senile but I am not deaf.” A tear welled from his left eye and slid down a grey cheek until, diverted into one of a number of deep wrinkles, it slipped off to the left before disappearing between ear and jaw.

“I understand, my King, but I am tired.” He struggled to his feet, resignation etched across his face. “Give me twenty-four hours to come to terms with what you have said then, if you still wish it, I will help you to find my successor.”

Once he had left the Lord Protector’s private apartments, the old man’s steps quickened, age fell from him; within ten paces bent and tired became young and springy. But glimmer transformation could not change the lead weight within his heart. He had told the Lord Protector that he knew his duty; so be it. A rogue mage was his responsibility and he would do his best to deal with Vannood.

That was why he stood within the ruins of the Tower’s entrance, his best pupils with him, daring to face the sorcerer. But now was silence, blood spattered walls and broken door but no presence, no sign of glimmer. They stumbled across the broken floor and split into groups to explore the ground floor rooms, but there was nothing. This level had been uninhabited for many years and all that remained was dust and darkness.

Tandariel gathered them back together in the entrance hall, and they began to ascend the stairs, still amused but feeling less entertained. Dust and darkness had put a damper on the party. Then there came from far above a howl that froze the blood of more than one of the apprentices long before its source appeared. There was a sound from above, a heavy scrabbling, and then a shadow became a shape and something fearsome stood before them. Seven feet tall, more hirsute than furred, hair covering the pointed parody of a human face, and a large mouth crammed full of jagged teeth from which saliva dripped as jaws opened impossibly wide. It was Dirk on guard duty, though the invaders were not to know that, and before they could react he was among them. One swinging blow from a clawed fist ripped the throat out of an apprentice with incredible speed. Before anyone could react, his jaws closed upon the head of a second youngster. A twist and there were two bodies on the stairs twitching in death throes.

Blood spattered and gobs of flesh flew into the air, causing the others to shrink in horror and stumble backwards. The wolf-man leapt forward over the corpse of his first victim, intent upon more destruction. A snarl turned into a roar, and stumbling backwards became a rout as the invaders turned to flee. At last, Tandariel’s old man reflexes recovered from the shock of sudden assault and, remembering the right mind discipline, he fell forward with a mental hand and squeezed the life out of Dirk’s heart.

The young men stared with fear at the torn bodies. The enthusiasm and the laughter had gone. Killing Felix had been without cost, a demonstration of invulnerability; this was different.

Kendle was the first to recover, a rich merchant’s son who had lived a golden life and was the least imaginative of the apprentices, but now even he feared the unknown above.

“Master, what is this creature. Oh God, look at poor Tilli, his face has been ripped off. We must leave, now. Quit this awful place and send in the Guard.”

“Yes,” the others chorused, “Get the Elites to burn down the Tower.”

To a man they turned, ready to scamper down the stairs and out into the sunshine.

“Stop!” The Lord Protector roared, using glimmer to project his voice and freeze them in mid step. “This is but a changeling, cowards, a thing made by Vannood. It is a wolf made man. Do what you will, weak children, but I have a task to complete.”

He turned and began to climb the stairs. Shamefaced, after much hesitation and waiting to see if one might break so that others could follow, the rest of the party hurried to catch up with the mage, though they stayed close together as further sounds came from above. Howls, high pitched, ululating, Dirk’s brothers and sisters knew of his death and were coming. The Mage Protector pulled and pushed his apprentices behind him on the landing, looked up into the blackness of the stairs above, and fashioned a containment glimmer. Not a moment too soon as out of the dark there burst an angry, vengeful pack of wolf-men. Heedless, forgetting caution at the sight of the enemy, Vannood’s guards flung themselves forward into stasis. There they hung in mid air, all teeth and clawed fists, a fearsome frozen sight. The invaders gasped, and then laughed in relief at the power of Tandariel, relaxing an instant before a growl behind them alerted to fresh danger.

Barl and Riva had crept upon them from the rear after coming down the servant’s stairs. They threw themselves upon the apprentices huddling behind their Lord. In as many seconds, five lay dead, torn and bloody, before the shocked Mage Protector could turn his glimmer spell upon the remnants of the wolf-guard. No time for thought, no time to conjure a more complicated spell, containment again, frozen in mid snarl, the blood dripping from teeth and talons caught in mid air; ruby red jewels glowing in the dim light. The freezing would not last for long and the wolf-men would be released unharmed, but for now it was enough.

They were only at the first level and already all his best pupils gone except Pangliss, Tandariel thought. For a moment, under the guilt of carelessly bringing youth to death, his mind fogged. “What am I doing here?” he asked, laying a hand on the remaining boy’s shoulder. For the young man this was too much. He had seen his friends killed by these inhuman creatures out of the darkness, who knew how many more death traps lay in store. Tandariel had won the first battle, but at what cost? His Master’s mind was wandering; they could not sustain the assault. With a sob, Pangliss fled over the dead, down the stairs and out into the light.

As the young man pushed his way past, the Mage Protector thought to stop the lad, half raised one hand, and then let it fall. Let the boy go, he thought, mind reasserting itself. He should not have brought these innocents with him; though had he not done so, it would have been he that would have died under the ferocious assault of the unexpected. The old man sighed, conjured a glimmer light, and moved toward the stairs. Now that he concentrated, he could feel Vannood’s presence far above. The sorcerer knew of his coming and had moved to the top of the Tower. Tandariel reasoned that there would be no more attacks; the rogue mage would want to manage the final confrontation himself.

The Mage Protector’s age could be disguised by illusion, but a tired heart and weak limbs betrayed the image of youth and beauty. The climb to the study was a long one. First, the stairs through the building at the base had to be scaled. Five more floors, ten flights of stairs; long ones for each level featured large rooms with high ornate ceilings. Then the spiral steps within the Tower off which, at each level, further chambers radiated, until finally the summit, a vast chamber once so crowded with life and mysteries, now deserted; but not quite. By the time that Tandariel had reached the final ascent, he was obliged to stop and rest, heart pounding and body aching despite the slow pace he had imposed. The place of confrontation was well chosen. It was a test. Did the old man know enough to teleport the short distance, an important indication of his skill as a glimmerman, and if not, could he cope with such a climb. The sorcerer, observing from above, thought he had been given the answers to both those questions, but his arrogance blinded him to the truth. The Mage Protector had been a mighty glimmerman long before Vannood had been born. Senility may have sapped his powers, memory might fade, but he remained a formidable opponent. He knew several ways of magicking himself to the Tower; but they would all have drained reserves of mental power and he chose to save glimmer strength for the coming contest.

The black oak door at the head of the stairs was full open. Albermarle stood before it. He had been warned by his Master to do nothing and he remained motionless, though he growled beneath his breath, an added complication for Tandariel, who had to protect against physical assault as well as sorcery. Vannood stood a full fifty yards away. The room was ablaze with afternoon light; the heavy drapes which once blanked out most windows gone in the frenzy of preparation for evacuation.

“Come in, my Lord,” the glimmerman invited. “Do not worry about my servant. He has been told to guard the entrance after you have passed. We don’t want any interruptions.” To mark the point, the door slammed shut behind Tandariel, closing off any possibility of retreat.

“You have besmirched the profession of glimmer,” he replied in a voice that was rather less steady than he would have wished. For the first time he began to feel fear. “The Camborne has been at peace for almost a thousand years. You threaten that stability with your intrigues and dark magics. Do you deny that the death of poor Macca was at your instigation or that you distorted and twisted the dreams of the Sultan of Talu driving him to madness? There can only be one fate for those who seek to challenge the seal of Calariel?”

“Indeed.” They might have been discussing the latest fashion in knee britches for all the emotion shown by Vannood. “I would not dignify your accusations with a denial. Where is your proof? It was the Lord Protector’s eldest son who killed his brother, not I. If justice had been served he would have been punished with death, not banishment.” He stopped, seeing the shock and the sorrow in Tandariel’s eyes. “Has something happened to Pauli?” He grinned, a cold emotionless grimace that for all its unattractiveness, still signalled his pleasure at the deduction. “I see that it has. Then there are none who could bear witness against me.”

“There is no need for evidence. We both know the truth of it.”

“Truth is many sided. The Glimmer Guild may be a collection of old farts only a little less ancient than you are, but they preserve the balance. They could not accept the murder of one of their number without proof positive. If the Lord Protector moves against me, then such an act could result in civil war. Where would your precious peace be then?”

“This is no act of Kalanuth’s. I, the Mage Protector, know my duty and I choose to charge you and to convict you of the various acts of treason of which you are undoubtedly guilty. I do not need any further evidence. I am judge, jury and executioner. The Glimmer Guild may act against me if it desires. No matter. Artura will remain secure.”

“And you truly think you can best me!” Vannood laughed. The sound was as unattractive as his grimace; more of a serpent’s hiss than a chuckle. “Very well, how shall we settle this?” He sketched a sign in the air and immediately a glowing sphere encompassed the sorcerer. “Come then, do your worst.”

Tandariel moved toward his opponent and traced an intricate pattern before him. He too became enveloped in a defensive field of force, but one that sparkled and shifted. A further movement of the hand and a shining ball of energy materialised. It hung in the heavy atmosphere of the study, moving slightly as though a gentle breeze played upon it, and crackling with electricity as dust motes drifted into it. With a sudden burst, too quick for the eye, a gout of flame sprayed against Vannood’s protective shield, breaking into a thousand ricochets of light. The dark sorcerer flinched, and then stood firm as the energy washed harmlessly about him. He made a similar gesture to create another power ball, misshapen, mottled black and red. It too exploded into assault, though its bolts were the antithesis of light, dark and angry.

The contest had begun.

The Tower shook in the backwash of unnatural energies, reverberated to the sound of explosions, and was thrown into sharp relief by flashes of blue white light. In the city, people watched and wondered what was happening in the mage’s tower, and a large crowd gathered to watch the display. Outside the door to the study Albermarle trembled and howled but remained at his post, while down below the other animals cowered in fear.

Much of the display was unreal, feints designed to intimidate and to force the other to waste precious energy in counters that were unnecessary, but within the show were occasional lethal darts, testing the strength of the opponent’s shield and seeking for weaknesses in defence. The Mage Protector sweated as he strove to hold his own, he had known that Vannood was powerful, but for a selftaught sorcerer he was immensely strong.

For two hours the battle continued; short bursts of energy, intricate designs, and incantations to strengthen the mental dart, interspersed with long periods of silence as the opponents drew breath and watched one another. If Tandariel had been surprised by the strength of the rogue mage, Vannood was shocked by his inability to overcome the Mage Protector. He had never before been tested in this way. The discovery that within that frail old body was a mind that was so much more than the vanity with which it cloaked itself, so powerful that it posed a serious threat to him, was disconcerting, but his egotism would not allow of the possibility that he would lose. As time wore on the balance shifted. Slowly, the difference in age, of stamina, was telling. The sorcerer watched the old man, could see his weakness, and devised a plan. He may not be able to vanquish the mind; the body was another matter.

Until now the fight had been mental, the pyrotechnics which had drawn the crowd outside and frightened the animals within, were a bi-product, an illusion causing little damage. Vannood changed tactics abruptly. He began to throw gobs of solid energy against the Mage Protector, missiles that, while they could not penetrate the defence shield, battered him across the room. Before Tandariel could fashion a suitable response, he was thrown into the stack of boxes and jars set ready for the transfer to Earth and knocked off his feet.

The difficulty with defensive spheres of the kind which both were deploying was that they were impermeable to matter right down to its molecular level. This gave protection against assault, but if the screen had been all encompassing both combatants would have been asphyxiated from lack of oxygen. Tandariel’s Achilles heel was a small fissure fashioned by him below the level of the floorboards, a secret access exposed as he fell backwards.

With a cry of triumph, Vannood blasted a lethal energy bolt through the gap and into the heart of the old man. The contest lost and won in an instant. But the Mage Protector, although dying, was not yet done. As the sorcerer tore the life from his body, an external force, unseen and unknown to Vannood, intervened. Warmth enfolded him, banished the pain, and sent his essence winging out and away toward the Void. This battle was over; but some part of Tandariel still survived.


 The Indians revere the oneness that exists within nature and encompasses all living things. At peace with their environment, discontent is rare. As humans, they are not perfect, but they have no pride of possession and therefore little greed, and no crime, other than that which is a product of the emotions, jealousy, envy and the like.

They do not worship their ancestors; the relationship is more complex, almost symbiotic in nature, between those who have gone and those who remain. That relationship is unique in that it transcends time; the future as well as the past, and the Shaman is the conduit through which it is managed. He has a pivotal role in the social structure of the tribe. If the Chief is the guardian of tradition, of order, and if the Great Mother binds the people together through ties of family and kinship, the connection with both past and future brings an insight into the nature and purpose of events beyond the present which is not given to any other elder. Sometimes, as in the fire images of Tloce on the buffalo, that vision can be given a form that can be perceived by others, more often it is the Shaman’s burden and privilege to stand alone. Thus there can be conflict at the heart of government on the plains; disagreement between the immediate needs of the tribe and long term imperatives whose purpose is unclear. The Chief may know and even be a part of the contact with those who have gone and who are yet to be, but he must always be mindful of the burden of leading the living.

The messages received by the Shaman while in dream state are often obscure, which compounds the potential for disagreement when practicality and portent lead in different directions. It has also to be acknowledged that death does not confer wisdom upon human beings who were foolish in life. The ability to chart what will be given by those who are yet to be born, is limited by the knowledge that they perceive events and happenings which are not fixed; for the present shapes the future, and once it is known it can be changed. That is the great secret and the lesson learned by all Shamans.

Through dream-speak, Garun had conferred with his colleagues in the other five tribes; Messala of the Slianari, Habal of the Attali, Jessup of the Kiroux, Yarrilla of the Hunta and Pallan of the Zagalli. He had told them of Tloce’s remarkable feat, and of the vision and the portents which had followed.

The myth of the pale rider, a popular story to be told around the campfire in the evening after a hard day’s hunting, was much more than a fairy tale. He had lived, and had been a great leader of the Indians, one who had transcended tribe and created the tradition that one amongst the Chiefs was pre-eminent. It was said that he was a paradox, a strong man who abhorred killing and would not inflict unnecessary pain upon any creature, a pacifist who had lost his life protecting the people from some terrible external threat. And now, history was linking with the future. It was not just the buffalo ride which linked Pauli to the far past. The Indian name, Tloce, was something that he shared with his mythical ancestor - both pale Northerners - when arriving on the plains. And more, for the dream messages were clear in this if obscure in much else, there was a binding that went beyond coincidence. The fight that was to come would be a mirror of that long ago conflict which had taken the life of the pale rider.

At noon, Messala woke and sought out the Great Chief. Elsewhere, across the plains, each of the Shamans was engaged on a similar task, but the conversation with Carano was vital. He had the power and the responsibility to convene the Sunmet. They had to come together physically, to demonstrate their one mind, to share with the Chiefs collectively the dangers identified, and to determine on a course of action. In some camps the message led to argument, to challenge. Garun of the Chikatena, despite the presence of Pauli, had a hard time convincing Wakala. Plains traditions were powerful things, hallowed and given great importance through the fact of repetition over the centuries. There was comfort in the familiarity of the past. The Indians had achieved a conservative balance which change would challenge. The argument over the timing of the annual meeting was a real one, and many elders were shocked at the flouting of convention.

Amongst the tents of the Slianari there was no such issue. Messala and Carano knew each other well and had long ago resolved any differences which conflicting responsibilities might have created. Trust was the key to their relationship, and the Great Chief accepted his Shaman’s concerns without question. Their debate was a more interesting one, focusing on substance rather than form.

“That Pauli survived the stampede is scarcely to be credited, but it is very welcome news,” Carano said. “Next time you dream, send a message to Murmeria; the Lord Protector will be much relieved.

“What of the future of this young man? When we last spoke of him, his death was predicted to have incalculable consequences. What difference will his living make?”

“Our information is limited; it is feeling rather than fact that comes across from our ancestors,” Messala explained, “though emotion is high. So far, no-one has been able to talk to any who were alive at the time the original pale rider existed.”

This was a real difficulty. Even though the tribes were not, and had never been numerous, many thousands of years had generated a multitude of ancestor spirits. To seek a first hand account of something that had happened such a long time before was like searching for a needle in a haystack. The reverberations through history of the conflict that had been were obvious, but without a written language, no records were available other than those in the minds of those departed or remaining.

“We do not know enough,” the Great Chief responded. His face was grave, deep lines reflecting the weight of responsibility upon his shoulders. “We must find a way of understanding that will enable us to prepare. Is the threat from Tloce himself? I had thought that the Lord Protector might blame us for his loss, would seek to destroy us in revenge, but that cannot now be.”

“No; the threat does not come from Kalanuth, rather it threatens him also.”

“Then you are right. We must come together. Linked physically, the Chiefs and Shamans can create a conduit to past and future that will reveal many things. Tradition is only valuable if it preserves, and it is foolish to worry about a particular date. Tell the other tribes that I, the Great Chief, have spoken. We will meet at the Sunmet one month from today.”


 “I cannot, I must not, allow this to continue. I should have killed the rogue when he was in our dungeons. It was stupid of me to listen to all those mealy mouthed words about the Glimmer Guild. If I had acted then Tandariel would still be alive.” The Lord Protector raised his eyes to the ceiling and shouted, as though sheer volume could bridge life and death and cause Tandariel to hear him, “Old friend, please forgive me. If I had not been so brutal with you this would not have happened. Why, oh why, did you embark upon this foolish assault?”

At last, Kalanuth fell silent. For long minutes he had ranted and roared, pacing up and down the Great Hall in a fury. It was deserted, apart from Lord Pariman and, tucked away in a corner trembling, Pangliss, who had felt shame at his cowardice, and had come to tell his King of the events he had witnessed.

The Chancellor listened carefully to the tirade. In past times, when the Lord Protector had been young and full of arrogance, he had been prone to great tempers and impetuous acts; but that was long ago and now was now.

“We must wait for proof of Tandariel’s death, and even then we must consider further. To invoke the power of Calariel’s seal upon Vannood when, forgive me, one old fool invaded his home with a gang, threatened him, and destroyed his servant, is likely to bring the Glimmer Guild out in direct opposition to the throne. The ring’s force is symbolic. The Elite Guard is less than fifty men; it is not a large standing army. A civil war could result, and its outcome would be by no means certain.”

“And what do we have if Vannood is allowed to get away with the murder of the Mage Protector?” Kalanuth had ceased to pace, his voice was calmer, but his determination was still strong. “I accept that emotion should not rule my head, but consider. This act, if true, destroys the balance. What future is there worth preserving if a sorcerer’s excesses can go unpunished, unchecked? The risk of war was always there. Glimmermen chafe against the constraints we place upon them. But the people will want to protect the law.”

“Then at least let me stay until this crisis is resolved,” the Chancellor urged.

“No.” Kalanuth was firm. “Your mission to Hamara is more important than any upstart mage. “Don’t worry,” he added, “I am more than capable of handling Vannood.”

Pariman heard the finality in his voice. The Lord Protector had made up his mind.

“Very well.” He stood to leave. “But one final piece of advice. Wait until you have established what has happened to Tandariel before you act.”

Kalanuth nodded, and stood up to embrace his friend.

“Take care on the journey.”

The two men walked to the courtyard. Faramond, looking very pale and young, was already in the saddle. The king squeezed his hand in an uncharacteristic show of affection and then, with a last wave, turned his back upon them as they rode out across the bridge. Faramond turned and glanced back as they turned the corner and was concerned to see how weary the Lord Protector looked. It was the last time he would ever see his father.

Kalanuth had just returned to the Great Hall when there was a commotion at the entrance to the chamber. Mika Milian, Danlo Dan’s deputy responsible for the Elite Guard during his superior’s absence, burst in. Such behaviour was unprecedented, but the lieutenant’s words banished all thought of admonishment from his mind.

“The body of the Mage Protector has been thrown from the top of the sorcerer’s Tower, my Lord. It is being brought back to the palace, but there is no doubt that Tandariel is dead.”

Kalanuth nodded. “Very well. Mika Milian, these are your orders. You will assault that tower, at dusk, find the rogue mage Vannood and bring his body to me. There will be no more procrastination; I want him dead.”


 Quaxilla could feel the unfolding of momentous events from deep within her being. The plans of Vannood and his doppelganger Donovan were moving inexorably to a climax. She could only watch and wait, chaffing at the naiveté of those in the Keep who believed that non-interference would preserve their way of life. Acting in stealth circumscribed her ability to influence events but, while she had no interest in or respect for rules which became chains, she had no wish to hurt her friends or disrupt her home and was treading a fine line between two conflicting imperatives. But there was one fact that she could not ignore. If Vannood succeeded then Camborne and its sister world, Earth, would be plunged into disastrous and irrevocable change. But what could she do? Her strength came from a deep understanding of glimmer, its source, its possibilities and its limitations. She had never fought another mage, had never used the power against another human being since she was hounded from her village, and was shocked to watch from afar as the Mage Protector was destroyed. All she could do then was to help his spirit to wing its way to the Void. It had been an instinctive act, for there his life force could survive for a time, and once Tandariel had recovered from the shock of physical separation he might help her in deciding what to do next.

She had observed as Vannood prepared for the transfer, unsure how to change the course of the events that were unfolding. There was much that was still unexplained about the rogue mage. The development of his remarkable abilities, alone and isolated was remarkable. No matter how much natural talent the sorcerer had, there was no way that he could have become so powerful without a deep understanding of glimmer which could only come from long and disciplined study. Vannood’s self-indulgent behaviour suggested that dedication was beyond him even if he had been exposed to the wisdom of some unknown archimage. And where could he have studied? From what she had pieced together of his background, his situation had been similar to her own; developing in isolation from any other glimmer contact an instinctive and uncontrolled ability. Quaxilla knew that, despite her natural ability, she would never have achieved her current knowledge without the help of the Keep adepts, and without access to the vast store of information available in the library.

Speculation on Vannood’s origins and development looked an unproductive activity, there were other mysteries easier to unravel, and who knows whether the solution to one problem might provide a clue to other questions. Despite the late hour, Quaxilla decided to visit the library. She had set a task for Bariton, the Librarian, one that did not violate the rule of non-interference, and she was anxious to know the outcome.

The Keep had grown in size and numbers under her care. The seed of knowledge that had been protected during the long interregnum had exploded into growth once she had reached maturity and had been recognised as the pre-eminent glimmerman in the community. Research in all aspects of glimmer was well advanced and they were getting close to the beginning of an understanding of its nature that might take it from the realm of magic into scientific fact. That was Quaxilla’s hope and her objective; to give to the world a source of energy that all might be able to use.

Despite the fact that it was past time for the evening meal, the library was ablaze with light, and a hive of activity. The depository of their accumulated knowledge, it had been transformed from the derelict building Quaxilla had discovered on her arrival to a large imposing structure with many reading rooms. Bariton was, as ever, hunched at his desk squinting at some ancient manuscript. She wondered if he slept in the library for it was rare for him to be found anywhere else. He had been in middle age when he had first arrived at the Keep. A man with no natural glimmer talent but an abiding lust for magical knowledge which had brought him to their notice; and the decision to make him Librarian, though contested at the time, had never been regretted. In his seventies, old before his time from lack of sunlight and excessive study, his understanding of the work set down by those long gone was invaluable. There may have been little advance in the use of glimmer power during the last thousand years, but men still existed with the curiosity to wonder and the intellectual strength to test and examine and set down their findings. Bariton was the link between the mundane and the arcane, understanding and following lines of research that those brought up as sorcerers would not think to consider.

Unfortunately the man had no respect for either personal hygiene or his appearance. She could smell him ten yards away; a sour smell of sweat and shit that was as reliable a signal of his identity as was his face, thickly covered in hair, matted, straggly, grey white locks, though the greyness was probably dirt rather than any remaining natural colour. He wore an Academician’s robes, probably the same ones he was wearing when they had discovered him thirty years before, indeterminate in colour rather than black, and encrusted with generations of food scraps; she sometimes wondered if he had ever taken the things off. But Quaxilla had known him for a long time, and had become immune to his eccentricities.

“Well, Bariton,” she greeted. “Have you found anything to explain my riddle?”

“Lady, rational investigation cannot be turned off and on like a tap. One must build, work through, examine, and trace references from here to there and from there to here. Test. Hypothesise. Question. Conjecture. Study...” He would have gone on in this vein for some time had Quaxilla not interrupted. The man was not senile, he had always been this way, just a little disconnected from the people about him; every conversation was oblique, an adventure in itself.

“Yes, but what have you discovered?”

“You are referring to the phenomenon of identical, non biological twins, I take it. Well, there are many references. There is the fetch, the double or wraith of a living being, though there are no authenticated cases of such existing. In a similar class are the doppel ganger, a copy, a duplicate, an alter ego, and a second self. There are autotypes; true copies, counterparts, and adumbrations; simulations, outlines, shadowy similarities, imitations, replicas, facsimiles. The case of Donovan/Vannood is different. They are diads, duads, and true twins with a separate existence.

“Born on different worlds and yet sharing a common ancestry. This is impossible. But what is a fact, is a fact! It is also interesting that, from the examples you have given me, the languages of Europe and the Camborne, both written and spoken, have some of the same roots. It suggests that at some point in the past we have a common ancestry. If true, that is even more remarkable. Of course, with such limited evidence it can only be conjecture, but who knows. ”

Quaxilla listened patiently. This was the way of Bariton, an apparent ramble full of erudition, and then a sudden light, an inspiration.

“Have you read the histories of Calariel? Not the sycophantic works written by his acolytes, the stories told in secret, recorded in monasteries, hidden away in secret places for generations. Fascinating...fascinating! Maccalia taught him the discipline, but he far surpassed our founder. The Master, one has to call him that, had an understanding of glimmer that is far beyond anything we can achieve today. He could focus energy from miles away, could fry an egg in another town or kill a buffalo on the far side of a mountain. He also found a way to infiltrate time. Yes, that’s the explanation. Stole the power of the Indian. Amazing man!”

Bariton lapsed into silence. Quaxilla seethed but remained silent; she had many years of experience in handling the Librarian. Eventually he spoke again, this time lucid, incisive.

“Calariel was vanquished in a way we do not understand. He had the power to manipulate time. He should have been able to preserve his life indefinitely. But something happened, we do not know what, which caused him to give up his authority, his absolute power, and disappear. I speculate now, but what I have discovered supports this conjecture. He did not die; instead he sent his essence winging forward through time. Vannood and Donovan are he, Calariel bifurcated, personality cleft, split. This was not the first time, his conscience, his better self, was discarded by him, and rejected so that immorality became amorality. The Master Mage in his later years after he killed his mentor, Maccalia, was but half a man, conscience unknown, evil personified. I speculate, but while farfetched I cannot see of any other explanation. Suppose that when, for reasons we have yet to discover, he decided to project his self forward to our time, he introduced an additional safeguard. Perhaps Calariel created two personalities from one misshapen half soul. From what we observe, his glimmer powers were vested in Vannood, changeling created at the moment of conception in some poor woman’s womb, and the base, killer instinct, planted likewise in this Donovan, inhabitant of another world but very much his creature.”

Bariton stopped his soliloquy and fell to picking at the debris in his beard. It took a moment for Quaxilla to absorb the flood of data, recognise its appropriateness to her own knowledge, and stimulate some questions of her own.

“Where does this come from? Why didn’t we know that Calariel did not die? How could he have vaulted through time to today?”

“Take it or leave it,” the old man said testily. “I cannot point you at one text and say there it is. That is not the way I work. There are a hundred references, a dozen hints, and several key statements that support my supposition. I told you this was speculation, but it fits the facts. Donovan and Vannood are identical; they are counterparts, two sides of the same coin, similar in every respect; agreed?”

Quaxilla acknowledged that this was so.

“Then is this they?” Bariton took from beneath his filthy gown a hide bound book that was of great age. He prized the pages apart with care; exposing a fine line drawing of a sparse haired, sharp featured, pock marked, sallow skinned and thin-lipped face. The most remarkable feature of the picture was the burning eyes that the unknown artist had captured with great skill. It was Vannood. “You think that this is your rogue sorcerer, or perhaps an image spirited from Earth of Donovan. Think again, for this is the only portrait I have ever discovered of Calariel, the Master Mage, destroyer of glimmer and the murderer of our founder, Maccalia. They are he and then is now. If I am correct, and I admit that is still a big if, you, we all, are in for a shock. Whether Vannood and Donovan are part of him, are what he was or are just minions, duplicates created by the Master to confuse us, the Keep better prepare to face the most powerful and the most evil glimmerman the world has ever known.”


 As darkness fell, most of the Elite Guard, fifty men, assembled before the broken entrance to Vannood’s Tower. There had been an earlier reconnaissance, but no other access had been identified other than by scaling the walls. Mika Milian had rejected the idea of climbing up the outside of the building. Calariel’s Seal would protect against glimmer attack, but it could not stop rocks or furniture being used as missiles as they climbed. The tower was high, and he wanted to minimise the number of casualties. Mika had been Danlo Den’s second in command for three years. A career soldier, but with little combat experience, he was an intelligent man, but his ability as a tactician was limited by a lack of imagination. The lieutenant was slim, darkly handsome with closecropped hair and steel grey eyes, and popular with his subordinates. Trained in the classic ways of warfare, Milian had decided that the task his King had tasked him with was simple. The wolf-men described by Pangliss were a known threat and one that his fighters were well equipped to face. The sorcerer’s magical powers, those that had vanquished the Mage Protector, would have no impact upon the Guard, protected to a man by the Seal. He anticipated a little opposition, a brief and bloody conflict, followed by the seizing of the rogue mage. It was a pity that Danlo Den was far away and unaware of the conflict about to begin; experience combined with a little imagination might still have shifted destiny.

A squad of ten men ran across the rubble strewn entrance hall and up the first flight of stairs. Others were despatched to search and clear the ground floor rooms, and a guard was put on the rear stairs. The Guard had honed their skills in the use of cutting and bludgeoning weapons, and on this occasion were armed with short swords, most useful in confined spaces. Each man was also a passable bowman, expert in the use of spear and staff, and well trained in various unarmed combat disciplines. They anticipated little significant resistance.

High above, waiting in his study for the change time, Vannood observed their entry with some concern. His wolf-men, freed from the stasis spell, guarded the entry to the Tower stairs. He had not anticipated that the King would act so quickly. It was too soon to transfer and he could only wait for the critical time. He had entrusted the command of the pack to Spar; and given him instructions to defend the stairs to the death. Barl and Riva were with him, they would transfer together when the moment came; he wanted them with him as insurance just in case something unpleasant was waiting on Earth. Albermarle would also come, but not to fight. Vannood would never admit to sentiment, but the dog-man was the only creature on the Camborne that cared for him, and he would be company.

The wolves on the stairs would give the Guard a fight of it, but there were only six of them left and the outcome was a foregone conclusion. There were still thirty minutes to go and there was no way he could bring the time of change forward. He had to find some other means of delaying the invaders. A thought struck him and a sour smile cracked the grey pockmarked lines. The Elite Guard may be immune to his powers, but there were others who did not have that privilege. Closing his eyes and concentrating, Vannood sent his thoughts winging out beyond the Tower, seeking, summoning; no need for subterfuge now, the Master commands.

Across Murmeria there came a stirring. Lars Daiku, master butcher, fat and fifty, paused as he cut at the carcass before him, threw the knife aside and picked up a cleaver. Minka Delu, veteran of countless amorous adventures, though sagging breasts and wrinkled belly had seriously reduced her current earning ability, pushed the punter away from her as he fumbled at his clothing, rolled off the narrow bed and, half naked, ran from the room. Dicklar, a tiny, ten years old pickpocket, street-wise urchin, an old man before adolescence, stopped at the moment of liberating a wallet, jerked his hand alerting the potential victim, and was running fast toward the centre of the city as the cry, ‘stop thief!’ rang out. Georgi Dell, blacksmith built, sweat glistening biceps bulging with effort, ceased the pounding of hot metal, weighed the hammer in his right hand, and marched from the foundry. Washerwoman, scribe, grocer, thatcher, housewife, cook, hostler and hustler, stopped, listened, abandoned what they were doing and headed toward Vannood’s Tower. Some had weapons, some had tools, some were bare handed, but all moved with single-minded determination. Others watched in astonishment as the makeshift army gathered. There appeared little logic between those who answered the call and others who felt nothing. The sorcerer’s demand was indiscriminate; those who heard heeded, the rest remained unaware.

Vannood had no illusion about his conscripts. Control over them was limited to very simple direct messages. Compulsion brought them but force could not make them fight in a disciplined or organised way. They were cannon fodder, a diversion to save precious minutes, and that was what they delivered.

The Guard were moving up to the fourth floor, having checked and cleared each level below; men on both main and servant’s stairs, no chance of the trick which had caught Tandariel earlier succeeding with them, when the noise from below began to grow. Milian sent five scouts back down to investigate while he halted the slow advance; the lieutenant may have been unimaginative but he was methodical. For him, time was not of the essence, but ultimate success was. The young men slipped down the stairs to where they could see a mass of townspeople coming through the broken front doors. They assumed that these were sensation seekers, vicarious watchers of the invasion, and moved to discourage further trespass, at least until the sorcerer’s wolf-men were secured.

The corporal, Jandika, called out loudly. “No further, good citizens. While the Guard will apprehend the rogue, there may be some fighting. You should stay here and wait.”

There was no response. The crowd advanced in silence; no cries of excitement, no chatter, no word of anger even. The corporal should have fallen back but instead, not believing that there could be any danger, stepped forward and held out his arms in a gesture of barrier. There was a brief scuffle, a two-kilo sledge hammer rose and brains sprayed across the stairwell. His comrades, incredulous, moved forward in a vain attempt to save Jandika, and fell in turn under a barrage of makeshift weapons. Only one of their number, a young man called Daida, bare eighteen years of age and never before blooded, survived to escape and cry a warning.

Mika Milian listened with horror to the stuttering account of silent citizens and unprovoked murder, and moved to protect his rear. Not a moment too soon, for fast on the heels of Daida came the assault. The Guard were disciplined. They moved quickly to block the stairs and repel attackers, at first with the minimum of force, still under the illusion that these were the inhabitants of the city that they were there to protect. But combat soon degenerated into a naked battle for survival as the assault, unskilled and suicidal, pressed forward, its momentum undermining any reserve in defence. The fight turned into a bloody massacre as guardsmen hacked and stabbed; death and disablement being the only way of preventing their fellow countrymen from overwhelming them.

Time passed.

Up in the Tower, Vannood smiled at the distant sounds of battle; the screams and cries, and the feel of death that rose from below. His summons had ended. He dare not use too much of his mental energy in defence, he had to manage the physical transport to the Void and from there to Earth. Far below the young and old, rich and poor, men and women, still came, forced by an inner compulsion to throw themselves on to the swords of the Guards.

At last the human tide ended. Mika Milian stood amongst the carnage, blood soaked and sick of heart, and looked at the bodies piled about him. There was no further room for doubt. The sorcerer had caused this macabre suicidal assault. No other explanation would fit. He turned to his blood weary comrades, white faced and horror struck to a man. They had lost a dozen guards, including the four who had died before they could understand why the very people they were sworn to protect had turned upon them. Sick of heart he turned to face the men before him, knowing that they all felt as he did. Behind him lay the bodies of scores of ordinary citizens.

“This is the work of the devil,” he began. “They were ensorcelled by the fiend in the Tower. You didn’t kill these poor fools, the rogue mage did. What say, lads, let’s finish the job.”

There was no cheer. No sudden revival of morale. But the men left standing nodded grimly, bound their wounds, and moved to advance once more.

There was ten minutes left to the change time and in the study Vannood moved between jars, mixing substances and muttering ancient words. The air began to stir, strange eddies shifted and moved causing the atmosphere to take on some of the properties of the Void. For once Albermarle was united in a common fear with the wolves, and they huddled together casting fearful glances at their master. The change was beginning.

Down below, the Elite Guard ran up the stairs. They were tired, sick of heart, and eager to finish the job. Spar had listened to the battle and had stopped the pack bounding down to join in the carnage when they smelt the blood rising from below. His instructions were to guard the stairs, and he still remembered what had happened to Tark when he had disobeyed the sorcerer. He was also smart enough to think through his tactics. The force coming toward them was much larger than the wolf pack, and these were not foolish mages; they would be armed and dangerous. No frontal assault therefore, instead guerrilla tactics. As the first guardsmen turned a bend in the stairs toward the fifth floor, a flurry of fangs and claws blinded one and tore the throat out of a second; as the blood sprayed and a body fell back down the stairs, the attackers vanished as quickly as they had appeared. The lieutenant cursed, and reverted to his training. No more hurried dash upward, systematic advance, step by step, every guardsman protected by his buddy. Slowly they moved forward, numbers depleted again both by death and the need to protect the injured.

Five minutes to change time. Vannood’s actions became more urgent. There was a balance that must be achieved, but something was wrong. On the other side there was a shifting, a mismatch, but from here there was no way of determining what it might be. With a curse, he redoubled his efforts, repeating the symbols of protection about the crowded pile of goods and animals set in the centre of the study.

Once the Guard had begun to advance up the spiral stairs to the top of the Tower, wolf tactics changed. The number of guardsmen became a less significant factor when it was only possible to advance two abreast, and direct confrontation became a possibility. Tooth and claw matched sword and leather armour. The odds were uneven but the wolves had both superior strength and an amazing speed. More than once a guardsman thought to deliver a killing blow with sharp steel only to discover his sword arm torn out of its socket.

The advance was slow and bloody.

At the penultimate landing before the entrance to the study, Spar was the only wolf-man left alive, bleeding from a dozen cuts, snarling defiance as he bit and clawed, he halted the tide for a precious few seconds more before a sword took him in the throat and drained the life from him.

The way was clear and Milian realised that the lifeless body before him was the last of the defenders. He waved the stained sword at the last flight of stairs before them. “Now lads, only the coward mage left to fight,” and ran up the steps.

It was just too late.

In the study above, Vannood completed his preparations; balance or otherwise, what would happen now was inevitable. He sketched a sign in the air, and time itself stood still. The lieutenant and the remnants of his force racing up the stairs froze in mid step. Murmeria grew dark, and a high wind howled far above, the only sign of movement for a long moment. A ripple of power spread out beyond the city to encompass the continent. The Shamans of the six tribes each felt it, paused in their hasty preparations for the journey to Sunmet, and worried at its import. Those at the Keep stopped whatever they were doing for several seconds, felt the disturbance passing, and then began to speculate about its source. Quaxilla felt nothing. Her body remained on Camborne, but her mind was far away fighting to preserve the exchange, forced to act to enable the very thing she most wanted to prevent.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Exchange

Blacker dozed and ached and waited. The heating had been left on in the building, and the basement was not cold. Donovan had no concern for bills he would not be around to pay. That was the only thing that could be said in its favour, however; there was no light and no indication of the passing of time, and his position, padlocked to a radiator behind a large packing, was very uncomfortable. His feet were also tied together. At least they had not gagged him. There was still some feeling in his extremities and whenever he thought about it he flexed his fingers and toes; worried from reading too much lurid fiction that any loss of sensation might herald the beginning of gangrene. It kept his mind off the bigger picture; he knew that there were graver things to get concerned about. Once again John’s bladder had let him down. He had held on for as long as he could, trying to keep that a shred of dignity, but eventually it became inevitable. Blacker had no illusions about what was to come. The Irishman had demonstrated how ruthless he was, and all that was left was to find out why before the end.

In a half waking, almost dream state, Blacker went over and over possible outcomes in his mind; conversations of a condemned man rehearsed repeatedly. He could imagine the soft Irish brogue easily enough, but he had no idea what the man might say. He fantasised about tearing his bonds apart, leaping on Donovan, and ripping his throat out before the heavies could react. But he was tied tight; even half delirious he knew that would not happen. As a way of passing time John began to review his past life, wondering what he could have done different, thinking of the lost opportunity for happiness with Jenny Templeton. At last, he slipped into an uneasy uncomfortable sleep. For a time he drifted on the edge of oblivion until, with a sigh, his consciousness relaxed and let go.


 Grey mist.

As it cleared, he found himself lying on a carpet of leaves, old, brown and dry-gentle. Perhaps twelve inches of mulch holding him like the warmest, softest, feather bed. Above, the strong sunlight was filtered through high branches which allowed warmth without dazzle. John stretched, luxuriated in the unexpected comfort, and was vaguely aware that his recent pain had disappeared, not in abeyance, no longer lurking in the background of his wider consciousness, but vanished, gone completely.

He lay there for a long languid time, half dreaming a dream within a dream, the gentle forest sounds about him soothing, healing his bruised mind.

Sounds? A faint strangeness nibbled at the edge of his thoughts; then a howling grew in the distance, a harsh choking cry to add a discord to paradise.

Eventually, Blacker came back to dreaming consciousness. His arms sank to their elbows in the mound of leaves as he struggled to sit up. Comfort and the feeling of security vanished; this was no forest like any he had ever experienced and that cry was not like anything he had ever heard. The memories of being trapped, the basement, Donovan, all resurfaced. He was now full awake, but he could not be awake, for this must be a dream. He stood up, feet sinking into the makeshift bed, and brushed himself down. It felt real. Every sensation was intense. The touch of his hands on his body, the warmth of the sun above, the sound of the leaves rustling as he shifted his balance. Where was the darkness of the basement, the pain of being tethered? This is crazy, he thought, I must be going nuts!

He lay down again and waited for whatever was going to happen.

Time passed.

He rested snug amongst the leaves. From somewhere close he sensed a presence, an unthreatening friendly other. But perhaps not, instead an illusion, for what he felt was so familiar it was like looking in a mirror, a reflection sensed, but through flesh rather than cold glass.

After an indeterminate time, the grey mist returned.


 John woke up. He had no idea how long he had been asleep, or what the strange dream portended, but he felt rested, more at peace than he had been for a long time. For a while thoughts of the strange forest, its warmth and comfort, stayed with him, and then it faded, leaving behind one comforting irrational thought; that he was not alone. And from that contemplation came an inner strength, and a calmness which grew from the conviction that, whatever happened, he was on the side of the angels. This time, when his bladder let go, he did not experience humiliation, he felt anger; and it fuelled his determination to fight back if events allowed. The old John Blacker would have walked away, thankful, if a miracle released him from bondage, the new man took strength from hatred, and bided his time through the long hours that followed.

Across the nation, families opened their presents, the religious went to church and both end candle burners slowly recovered from the previous night’s excesses, power stations increased their output to deal with the sudden surge in demand as millions of turkeys roasted, and many settled back to a continuing overindulgence in front of the television. In the basement Blacker, who had dozed off again though this time to a much less comfortable sleep, came awake with a start in response to a noise from somewhere above. For a long moment he was disoriented, confused about cramped limbs and the smell of urine in the pitch dark, then there was a crash as the door at the top of the stairs was flung open. A shaft of light, shielded by the packing case he was slumped behind, cut painfully into his vision, and then the discomfort was increased as someone switched on the overhead strip lighting and the basement became awash with the glare.

“I don’t like coming here. It feels too much like a hostage to fortune.” The words accompanied the sound of feet descending. John realised, with a start, that the voice was that of the toffee nosed Englishman; the Irishman’s accomplice. Another voice, unknown, responded,

“Don’t worry yerself, son. Donovan is far away in Brum, and nobody else is going to be hanging around the Travel Agents on Christmas Day. You’ve got to see it yourself. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. He had us clearing the basement out yesterday. It took hours. We dumped all the junk in the shop, and then he got us to bring this stuff down here.”

The footsteps came closer. It was obvious that the intruders did not know of his presence and Blacker hunched himself down as best he could behind the packing case. It might have been more sensible to cry out - a chance of rescue - but the Englishman was in league with Donovan. Besides, there was something strange here, and for once John decided to listen before acting.

“The bloody man’s gone nuts.” The accent had a hint of Liverpudlian, but was not uncultured. “Look at this.” There was the sound of rummaging somewhere to John’s left.

“What the hell is it?”

“A pint of spunk, that’s what, in about a million plastic tubes! Now what rational reason can there possibly be for breaking into a sperm bank and stealing this? It’s probably gone off by now, anyway.”

“Donovan is one smart guy, don’t you forget it. There is always a reason for what he does.”

“Okay. What about this then?” John heard more rummaging amongst the boxes that concealed him from view. “There are umpteen of them. Look!”

“Good God! Is it a fake?” The Englishman’s voice was incredulous.

“It’s what it looks like; a bloody foetus in a bloody bottle. Put that together with this daft story about going to another planet and you have to admit the man’s going nuts. I’ve known Donovan for a long time, and I’ve never seen anything like this before. He is cracking up. I’ve seen him in tough spots before and he’s always laughed at them. He did his porridge without blinking, I was the one that couldn’t stand it, and he was the guy I leant on. Something’s changed, perhaps it was the pressure you put on him to kill to order. No pay, con his mates, and now the African moneyman is threatening to pull out; he’s had it. The tough Irishman is living in a dream world and looking for an escape. ‘Beam me up, Scotty,’ he almost said it yesterday.”

There were further sounds of rummaging, boxes pulled to one side. Blacker worried about discovery, but there was nothing he could do, trussed up like a chicken. He heard more sounds; there was a click; something metallic?

“Now., if that stuff said he’s gone insane, this says that his is a very dangerous madness. Sub machine guns, rocket launchers, umpteen assault rifles, guns, revolvers, and enough ammunition to start a war.”

The Englishman’s response was thoughtful. “This has always been his stock in trade. What if he is working on some private job that he hasn’t shared with you? Donovan always plays things close to his chest.”

“I say we get out now. This whole thing has got a nasty feel to it.” The Scouser began to plead and, although John could not see him, he began to think that the second man was a lot older than the Englishman. “Let’s get out of it. We’ve made a lot of money, haven’t I repaid you for the past by now?”

“If we leave we can kiss goodbye to Pandit Vishwanata’s money, and that nosy journalist, Predergast, will live; that means the difference between disappearing with only the Irishman to worry about, and running away with half the world’s police forces in pursuit. Twenty-four hours should do it. Humour him for a bit longer.”

“And what if he’s already rumbled us? Donovan can be a very unforgiving man.”

“He has no idea. I talked to him only two days ago. He thinks it was Blacker that talked, and since the shop assistant is dead who’s to say different. There is no connection between you and me, and you’re the last person he would ever suspect. He trusts you; remember. So relax.”

“That’s easy for you to say. He isn’t right. If this stuff doesn’t convince you then take my word for it. We’re supposed to congregate here late tonight ready to be transported. When is he going to be topping Predergast? And where the hell are we supposed to be going? This ain’t an underground station.”

“Humour him. Not much longer and then we’ll be out of here and long gone. Just trust me.”

“You know I trust you. That isn’t the point. I shan’t argue any more. Just be very careful, son. I don’t care what you say, there’s something very funny going on here.”

The two men were leaving. John could hear their footsteps on the stairs, and then the light went out, plunging him back into darkness. He did not care. His mind was alive with the conversation just overheard. At last there was a clue to his attempted murder. Donovan thought that he had talked. But why did he think he had anything to say? Perhaps the Englishman and his accomplice had needed a patsy to point the Irishman at. That had to be it. He was a misdirection; a callous false trail designed to reassure the Irishman while they continued to exploit....what? The reference to murder was intriguing. Somehow they were using Donovan to kill to order for no pay. It did not make any sort of sense, but at least there was some rational explanation for the events of the past few days. He settled down, feeling more cheerful than he had a right to be in the circumstances, perhaps he had something to bargain with after all.


 A million people live in Birmingham. Since Joseph Chamberlain gave the town pride in its industrial base, successive waves of immigrants had come to England’s second city seeking work and a new life. The Welsh, the Scots and the Irish, all came in their time. In recent years it has been the Punjabi, the Pakistani and the Bangladeshi. There is substance in the Midlands joke that the only true Brummie wears a shamrock in his turban.

The Asians are most notably different, with dress, language and culture all distinct, although traditional customs are dying as second and third generation immigrant families become absorbed into the broader environment, adding something of their own to the essence of Birmingham as earlier arrivals had done in the past.

Those from the green Isle had arrived in great numbers between the two World Wars, and they still come, although jobs are much scarcer. There is a substantial Irish community in Birmingham a significant minority of which, during the seventies and eighties, was openly sympathetic to the IRA. To any group of exiles, patriotism is an important and often exploited emotion, and if love of origin was not enough to encourage support for the Republican cause, then there were other ways. Intimidation was not as widespread or as open as it was in Belfast, but at one time it was not uncommon to find a building site employing one or two extra ‘Paddies’; phantom workers whose wages ended up in the coffers of the Provo’s. And it was in Birmingham that the IRA committed one of the biggest mass murders in modern British history; the Dropping Well pub bombings in November 1984.

It was only natural that Donovan would come to Birmingham when looking for men with the experience he most valued. In the recent past, his small army had experienced setbacks he could ill afford. Billy the Kid’s disappearance still rankled, and Harry Connolly had been killed during the break-in at the Travel Agents. The Irishman had done a good deal of thinking during the drive up the deserted M40. Blacker had not looked much when he was being smacked around last night, but the guy had been caught in his hotel, and not many people knew about that place. Perhaps he was more than just a casual informer, talking out of turn for a pony, but then why was he working in the dead end job. If he had been a professional plant they would have been stitched up long ago.

He thought some more about Blacker. Their security was tight, and he had never understood how the shop assistant could have found out about the drugs shipment. There was something here that did not add up. For a moment he almost had it, and then it slipped away as he considered again what looked like the loss of two good men. He had a suspicion that a detailed conversation with the man tucked away in the Travel Agent’s basement would clear them both up. There had been two corpses in Armitage’s flat, one of them now unidentified, and Harry, though not Billy the Kid, would have known about the Imperial Hotel. Perhaps he should forget it He grinned to himself, a mirthless smirk. The shop assistant, whether he was killer or a dupe, would soon be history, and he would be far away.

The trip to Birmingham on Christmas morning was insurance. Vannood had told him it would be possible to come back after the transfer, and he was conscious that if there were only the four of them in Camborne then, no matter how good the firepower, they would be stretched. He could recruit locally, though he only had a hazy idea what the local population was like, peasants and lords or some such, but having men at his back that knew the rules and could be trusted would help him to sleep much better at night. So he was here to look up Desmond Kennedy, an old comrade from way back, and a man who was once a confident killer, though now he scratched a living doing favours and odd jobs. Des used to have a remarkable skill; he had been the best marksman Donovan had ever known. But he had been caught up in an internecine war between two Irish terrorist splinter groups. They had smashed his hands and shattered his kneecaps. Today, he hung around the fringes of the past, but he knew the men that the Irishman wanted to contact.

They had arranged to meet at the Royal Al Faisal in Sparkbrook. Christmas day was not the most active of times outside pub and home, but in this part of Birmingham Muslim and Hindu life continued as normal, despite the garish decorations hung in the restaurant in deference to Alf’s English customers. The food was prepared in traditional balti style; a way of cooking brought to Brum in the sixties. The stock for the next day’s curries would be simmered uncovered for a minimum of twelve hours; gallons of liquid slowly evaporating while the distinctive qualities of herbs and spices infused into the reduced liquor. The meal, served in large metal, wok style bowls, was delicious and addictive. Balti restaurants were everywhere now, but he still believed that the best food was to be found in the West Midlands.

Donovan always tried to fit in a visit to the Royal Al Faisal, which claimed to have been the first balti restaurant in Britain, when he came to Brum. The place was open fourteen hours a day, and during the afternoon was often empty enough to talk undisturbed.

There was no one there when he arrived, other than an old, white bearded Muslim patiently separating the double skin paper napkins into two piles. He ordered his favourite meal, and waited only a few minutes before he was served with an iron bowl containing chicken with dall and sag, the liquid bubbling with the heat, together with nan bread straight from the tandoor oven. It was the custom to eat only with the fingers of the right hand, but the Irishman had no problem using both hands and he ignored the small tray of cutlery placed discretely for the convenience of the squeamish. The curry was eaten at its best scooped up with pieces of nan while avoiding the hot metal of the dish.

Kennedy was late, but for the moment Donovan was content to eat, washing the food down with canned Guinness. Like many Muslim restaurants, it was dry, and any alcohol had to be bought in advance from one of the nearby Hindu off licences in Stoney Lane. Because the Balti restaurants, and there were many in the area, attracted a cosmopolitan trade, the local shops had a bewildering variety of beers and lagers; often past their sell by date though nobody cared. It was easier to buy Kingfisher or Cobra than find Brew 11 in this part of Birmingham. The Irishman stayed with Guinness; like Catholicism it was a habit that once internalised was never lost.

He had almost finished his meal when Des appeared. Donovan had not seen him for several years and was shocked by the way the man had shrunk in on himself. Never big, he was dwarfed by the wheelchair he was in. Nonetheless, the old Kennedy was there behind the mask, bright Irish eyes undimmed, and once he had been helped over the threshold he lost no time in demanding kebabs and samosas for starters, and grabbed not one but two of the Irishman’s cans of Guinness without waiting to be asked.

“Couldn’t buy any bluddy beer. Closed early at Christmas, for Christ’s sake, here in Stoney Lane.”

“How the divil are ye? You’re looking good, me bhoy,” he lied; Donovan’s accent was always stronger when he was talking to one of his own.

“Not so bad, Mick.” Des took a big gulp of stout. “I can walk with crutches, but it’s always bluddy sore so I generally use the wheelchair. Still, I’m lucky it’s only me legs.” He grinned at the irony as he wrapped his broken fingers round the can and took another long sup. “What’s happening in the Smoke, then? I heard the news on the way over. Quinny’s got himself in bother? They’re on about a Dave Quinn sought in connection with that copper killing last night. Is it himself?”

“I’m afraid so.” Donovan had been woken up in the early hours to have Pat Murphy explain the unfortunate events of the previous evening. There had been no point in getting excited, just a bit of bad luck compounded by the fact that they had Dave’s identity. He had told Pat to keep his head down until it was time to meet at the Travel Agent’s. “It’s a bitch, but they aren’t going to find him. He’s well away.”

“Pleased to hear it. One less bluddy English copper.”

Kennedy’s kebabs, highly spiced and shaped mincemeat sausages, known colloquially as dog shit, arrived and disappeared down the little man’s throat. The last piece had scarcely been wiped about his onion dip and eaten before several samosas arrived, filo pastry triangles stuffed with meat and vegetables. These were consumed at the same break-neck speed. Des’s appetite did not seem to have been affected by his damaged legs. When he belched and licked his fingers for the last time, Donovan got down to business, glad of a respite before the main course arrived.

“I’m in the market for a few good men. I have an interesting job that will be lucrative, and I need some extra support. I only want men known to me, preferably Irish with some experience in the Army. It would also help if they don’t have any domestic ties. It could take a while, but make it clear it ain’t Africa. You’ve worked with me often enough to know what I am after.”

Des dabbed at his mouth with a flimsy paper napkin. “I wish I could join you, Mick, but I’m not so nimble on me legs, these days.” He paused a short moment, in memoriam so to speak, and then got down to business. “How many do you need, and how much are you paying?” He did not ask what the job was; he knew that he had been told all he was going to hear.

“At least three or four good men.” He then named a figure that caused Kennedy to whistle. The Irishman was unconcerned. Although he could not be explicit, the rewards from this job would be very different and likely to be much more appreciated than the wad he was suggesting.

“I think I can help you. I’m still on reasonable terms with the lads. Tony Macklevoy is about. I saw him the other week. Mind, while I can find you good lads, mostly bored out of their heads and ready to jump at the chance of a bit action, they are unlikely to be full time professionals. A bit of time with the boys,” he meant the IRA. “The odd bit of free lancing. Terry Conlon is another possibility. They finally released him and he’s back in Brum.”

“Fair enough. I know those names, and they’ll do me. I knew you would be the man, Des. What I want you to do is line them up, at least four though I would not object to more. There’s no immediate hurry. It’s going to take a while to set this up. Just make sure they are interested in earning big. When you’ve got them interested, I want a list of the names and where they can be contacted sent to me here.” He handed over a slip of paper. It was a safe accommodation address. Nobody else knew about it. “I’ll be in contact, probably in a month or so.

“Here’s a payment on account.” He slid a bulky envelope across the table. Kennedy made it vanish without seeming to stop eating. “There’s ten thousand in there. Give the men you sign up one a piece as a retainer. If you can find six good lads, you can keep the change. And by the way Des, once you’ve delivered them there’ll be another grand a head in it for you.”

Kennedy’s face broke into a big grin. “Now you’re talking, Mick. I’d have done it for old time’s sake, but money is always handy.”

His balti arrived at that moment, together with a fresh dip and a kharak nan. Donovan watched in amusement, picking at pieces of the bread while the little man demolished the food. His legs were withered but his belly seemed to have overcompensated.

Their talk drifted into reminiscence. They had known each other many years and both had lived chequered lives, both had been involved in the dark side of Republicanism, and both had taken pride in their professionalism. They got on well, and Donovan took pleasure in Kennedy’s company. It was a relaxing interlude in a fraught week.

Later he wheeled the man out to his car, marvelling at the adapted controls that allowed both brake and throttle to be operated by hand levers. It was raining heavily when he returned to his Mercedes, ready to begin the long journey back to London.


 Pat and Dave arrived at the Travel Agents early, only to find Donovan there before them. Despite the long day that had included driving to Birmingham and back, he was in a high good humour, and the expected row that they thought would result from the confrontation with the police the night before was waved aside as of no consequence.

“After tonight, lads, it won’t matter one little bit.”

An hour passed in convivial conversation as they killed a bottle of Bushmills and reminisced, sprawled over the chairs in the third floor office. The atmosphere was peculiar, it almost felt like a wake, and the strangeness intensified when Brice Smith arrived. A signal from the bell at the ground floor side entrance caused both Pat and Dave to start, but Donovan just grinned, he was expecting a visitor. Quinn was despatched downstairs to let him in, and returned shortly afterwards with the reluctant Englishman in tow. The other two Irishmen only knew the man slightly but they both disliked him; he represented everything that they had once fought against, a caricature of British, upper class arrogance. There was also the tale that Donovan told them yesterday about the man’s blackmail. They waited their cue from Irishman, but the atmosphere had changed. For his part, Brice Smith was not happy, and made no secret of the fact.

“Why on earth do you want a meeting on Christmas Day, for God’s sake? What was all that stuff on the phone about Predergast? And what’s the hired help doing here?” He blustered, although all the noise in the world did not hide the fact that the man was scared.

“Mister Brice Smith,” Donovan replied, his voice was soft. He knew that Pat and Dave had seen through the Englishman and was enjoying the opportunity to get a little bit of his own back. “‘There is a small problem. I’m sure that we can sort it out, but I find myself embarrassed. You suggested that if I dispose of a certain journalist, you would, for the very first time, put your hand in the capacious pocket of that beautiful Crombie and pay me a decent fee. Is there any chance of an advance?”

“What?” Brice Smith was both incredulous and confused. “You want an advance?”

“You have it in one. I always knew that you were a smart feller. In transactions of this kind, an advance is the usual arrangement. I know it hasn’t been the case between us in the past, but the rules can be changed, can they not?”

“But why in hell do you summon me here? You could just have easily have said this on the telephone.”

“Two reasons. First, I liked the thought of you rushing here at my beck and call. Second, there is another matter that we need to talk about. But first, it’s Christmas, give the man a glass, boys, and we’ll have a little drink.”

Despite Brice Smith’s protestations that it was late and he had other things to do, a glass of Irish whiskey was thrust into his hand, and he was pushed into a chair.

“I saw Des Kennedy today,” Donovan announced, as though the Englishman was not in the room.

Quinn’s face lit up. “How was he, Michael?”

“In fine spirits. It is amazing how well he can get about considering that both kneecaps were shattered. You know, Smith, that’s what we used to do with people that stepped out of line. Not that Des ever done us down, he was just unlucky. Some people are like that, don’t you think.”

“Oh, for God’s sake! If you have anything to say, Donovan, just say it.” The Englishman was getting angry at the cat and mouse game. “Nothing has changed between us. If you don’t care if these louts hear then why should I worry? I may have a short term problem which makes you think you have an edge, but my risk is incarceration and yours is death.”

“You think that in dealing with me, the way you have, all you risk is prison?” The Irishman’ voice had gone very quiet. Both Pat and Dave sat still and watched, not quite understanding what was going on but intrigued, they knew this was a danger sign. “You’ve used me and mine, Smith. You have blackmailed me into doing your dirty work, with not a penny piece in payment. You’ve insulted me with that supercilious, la de da, English manner, for too long. The game is up, me boy. It is time for a reckoning.”

“What do you mean?” The Englishman was rising to his feet, the blood draining from his face in fear, when Quinn, not needing a signal from the Irishman, laid one meaty hand on his shoulder and forced him down again. At that moment, the door opened and Starr entered.

“Evenin’ all,” he announced, “Any booze left in the bottle.” And then he noticed Brice Smith slumped in the chair with Dave standing over him. For a moment an uncertain look flickered across his face and then he smiled. “Well, well, all pals together are we?”

“You know our English friend, Charlie. He’s joined us for a Christmas celebration. There’s another bottle of Bushmills in the filing cabinet, I’m sure you know where, why don’t you get it?”

“Sure, Michael.”

Starr crossed the room and found the whiskey. Brice Smith said nothing although his mind was working furiously. It was clear that he had been wrong to delay. He had no idea what the Irishman thought he was doing, but if the blackmail threat no longer had any power he was in desperate trouble.

“So when do we leave, and is this guy coming with us?” Charlie was fishing but Quinn took up the question.

“Yes, boss, what is going on?”

Donovan smiled. “We have about twenty minutes left. You are right; it is time we got on with it. Let’s adjourn to the basement. Charlie, bring the bottle. Dave, bring our guest.”

They straggled down the stairs. The mind of each of them was working overtime, a strange mixture of anticipation, fear, and speculation; events were moving toward a climax.


 Earlier that evening more than a hundred policemen, cursing the disruption to a family Christmas but anxious to do their bit toward catching the brutal killer of a fellow officer, had scoured the Irish pubs and clubs of London. They had with them both descriptions and an artist’s impression of the two men with Blacker, and one other piece of data, the name and address of David Quinn; the traffic cop who had checked his driving licence had a good memory.

The first thing they had done was to raid the bed-sit in Camden, but it had been a wild goose chase. Dave had moved many times since his licence had been issued and the trail petered out. All that was left was the stuff of modern detection; throw manpower at the problem coupled with a meticulous attention to detail. Checking every drinking haunt was tedious work, tempered by the hostility which often met their questions even when searching for a murderer; a sad reality of modern police work.

Just after eight p.m., Detective Constable Ray Flitch had a stroke of luck. Lennie Stevenson had been enjoying his Christmas and was already well plastered. He was not popular, too much of a smart arse, but tolerated in the main as drinking men do. This evening he had been boasting about his part in the search for John Blacker, and his alleged close connection with the local Irish ‘Mafia’ loudly enough for most of the bar patrons to have heard, and when Flitch asked the usual questions someone was happy enough to get the Old Bill off his own back by suggesting a conversation with Lennie.

The detective decided a little subterfuge might pay greater dividends. He put away his warrant card, joined Stevenson at the bar, bought him a drink, and listened. Half way through a drunken monologue, oblivious to frantic gestures from the barman, Blacker’s name appeared, and then, a little later, Quinn’s. Shortly afterwards, Lennie found himself in an interview room at Ealing Police Station facing a barrage of questions laced with frequent references to murder and long prison sentences, and a little later spilled all he knew about the Travel Agents, not a lot, but it was enough in the circumstances.

The authorities had a lead, and a policeman had been killed. By eleven p.m. the place had been discretely surrounded, several of the surrounding shops and flats infiltrated - much to the annoyance of the owners who had been enjoying their Christmas - and the arrival of both Brice Smith and Charlie Starr had been observed. Lights on the third floor and on the stairwells had already been noted, and their appearance confirmed the suspicion that the place was inhabited. The Deputy Assistant Commissioner: Operations, Archibald ‘Soapy’ Campbell, who had taken personal charge of the manhunt, arrived in person. He was a no nonsense senior officer with a wealth of experience in dealing with the more violent criminal elements in society, soon to retire and very anxious to catch the bastard that had killed a fellow officer. The plans of the building had been acquired and were examined. The place was large with a number of possible exit points. Reinforcements were brought in and the armed police presence was strengthened. As the drinkers on the third floor adjourned to the basement, the last marksman signalled he was in position.

Soapy conferred with his senior officers, had a brief conversation on a mobile phone with the Commissioner, and reached a decision. They were going in.


 “Bloody hell, Pat, be careful.”

Murphy was well plastered; drinking for most of the day followed by a fair proportion of a bottle of Bushmills had made him unsteady on his feet. Quinn was also drunk, but held his liquor better. Donovan, as always, showed no sign that any alcohol had passed his lips. Not that his colleagues were incapacitated. Plastered they may be, but that did not make them any the less dangerous to Brice Smith. He had no thought of trying to exploit any weakness; simply followed them down the stairs, mind feverish, desperate to work out what had happened.

The basement was as before, the harsh light illustrating its emptiness counter-pointed by the pile of boxes on the floor. The Englishman had seen it before but had to pretend to be surprised.

“What’s going on here, Donovan?”

The Irishman laughed out loud. For once it was a genuine sound of mirth, unexpected and untypical, perhaps he was going mad.

“I’ll tell you a little story.” He waved to the others coming down the stairs and they gathered in the centre of the room. “Once there were two old lags, known to each other a long time, worked together well, complimented each other you might say. One of them was a bit of a lush, but he had a good brain, and his mate trusted him; told him all his secrets. He betrayed that trust. He told another everything that he knew. Now what should happen to that man?”

Pat and Dave looked at each other confused, but Starr knew what the Irishman was talking about. His eyes met with the Englishman’s, then looked back at Donovan. “What are you talking about, Michael? You’re worrying me, old son. You are starting to lose a grip of things.”

“Lose me grip, me boy. Oh no, I’m not losing anything. Why’d you do it, Charlie? We’ve known each other for years. Why’d you betray me to a tow rag like Smith?”

“You’ve got it wrong.” In the strip lighting the sweat glistened on Starr’s forehead. He slid his hands nervously in and out of his pockets as Donovan watched him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I would never betray you, Michael.”

“You remember that shop assistant, the tea leaf informer that Brice Smith got me to bump off. Well I’d like you to meet him.” He gestured to Quinn who had been listening to the exchange of words with confusion and concern written on his face. “Dave, remember the deposit you and Pat made. Not the stuff on the floor, what you tucked away left at the back. Fetch it here.”

It could only be a reference to Blacker, left tied up in the basement last night. A moment later, both Starr and Brice Smith watched in incomprehension as John was helped into the light, hands still tied behind him but legs free though very wobbly.

“This is a new friend of mine. He’s much more formidable than he looks, you know. Both Billy the Kid and Harry Connolly looked at this man and thought, a pushover. The last laugh was on them, that’s right, isn’t it John, because they’re dead and you’re alive. Think of it, Mister Brice Smith, this is the man you nominated as a patsy. You thought if I bumped him off I would stop wondering who put you on to me.”

The room was very still. All were watching the Irishman. Blacker listened and worked his toes furiously. The bonds had never been tight enough to completely cut off the circulation, but after so many hours in one position his legs were uncomfortable, unsteady, feeling disconnected.

Outside, while no one noticed, the police cordon tightened, cars blocked the exits to all nearby streets, and the rest of the local inhabitants were being ushered quietly away.

“Untie his hands, David, John and I are friends.” Donovan smiled his cold smile. “He understands that I had to do what I had to do, and I understand that he had to do what he had to do. That’s right, me boy, is it not?”

Blacker nodded, as Quinn fumbled at the knots. Humour the bastard, he thought, but if there is half a chance to break his neck the man is gone.

“John and I had a long conversation earlier this evening. He’s been here since last night, Charlie and Charles; interesting that you both have the same name. He heard your earlier conversation while you were admiring all of this.” The Irishman waved a hand at the pile on the floor.

Starr looked at Donovan and then across to Brice Smith. He knew that the game was up. He raised his arms in a theatrical gesture. “So you got us cold. I admit it. But we could still do a deal. There is a great deal of money tucked away. I’m sure that you’d like your share.”

“Why’d you do it, Charlie? I thought we were friends.”

“Friends!” Starr spat out the word. “You forget yourself, Michael. I know you. Friendship is just another commodity. I was just a gofer with a bit of intelligence, but you would have topped me with a smile at any time if the price had been right.”

“But with this toffee nosed, English bastard for God’s sake, Charlie.”

“He’s my son.” The admission was made without emotion and surprised them all. “I left his mother a long time ago. That’s why we are both called Charles; we named him after me. Found each other again by accident. I owe him more than I ever owed you, Michael.”

“Well!” Donovan was genuinely surprised. “It is amazing what you can produce when you turn your hand to it. I never guessed that.” The smile appeared on his face again. “It’s time to say goodbye, Charlie. Thanks for the offer, but I’d rather kill you.”

Old Western style, the Irishman slipped his hand into his pocket to reappear with a revolver. His movements were slow and deliberate. Starr did likewise, grabbing at a weapon that Donovan had known was there all along. Nobody else did anything. Murphy, close to Brice Smith, watched in case the Englishman tried to interfere, but he was way past anything other than incoherent fear. Blacker watched with hope in his heart, willing the Scouser to succeed.

Starr’s gun was first to be levelled. At a distance of fifteen feet he fired twice. There was no silencer and the sound in the basement was deafening, echoing around in a reverberating roll. The others in the room dived to the floor as the bullets ricocheted off the walls, but the Irishman did not even blink. He was in his element.

“Goodbye Charlie, me old friend,” John could see that he was smiling as he said it.

The accountant had no chance, as his wild shots missed the target by a mile, Donovan brought up his revolver slowly, levelling it and firing in one fluid action. The impact threw Starr backwards and down, blood blossoming on his chest. The Irishman lowered the gun and a second shot took him between the eyes. It was over.

Outside, the sounds of the shots had been heard. Campbell gave the order and the Armed Response Unit, flack jacketed and armed with semi automatics, prepared to break through the shop door.

With a sob, Brice Smith tore himself from Murphy’s grasp and threw himself upon the body.

“You bastard,” he sobbed, hate strong in his tear filled eyes as he stared at Donovan. The Irishman grinned at him. “Kiss your daddy goodbye,” he said.

John took a step toward him. Was there an opportunity in the aftermath of violence? He had forgotten about Quinn, and the thought vanished in an instant as a beefy hand grabbed his arm and twisted it behind him.

“No hard feelings, Mr Blacker,” Donovan said. “You’ve done me a favour here.” He looked at his watch. “We have five minutes,” he said. “I’m sorry; I do not have time to chat. This is goodbye, John. Pat, Dave, take him and Brice Smith upstairs and dispose of them. In the Englishman’s case you can make it as painful as you want to, but my friend here, I like him, so do it quick.”

John looked straight into the eyes of Donovan and saw pure evil. The man talked a good story but there was nothing human inside. “If I survive, I’ll be back, and I promise you I’ll wipe that smile from your face.”

“I’m sorry about this, but I don’t think that you’ll be coming back. Don’t hang about, boys, we haven’t got much time.”

Brice Smith was dragged sobbing from the corpse of his father, while Quinn frog-marched Blacker up the stairs and out of the basement. It would have been simpler to kill them there and then, but they did not question the boss.

“Where do we do it, Pat?” asked Dave, always ready to be led.

“The brochure store. They’ll be tucked away there, and if there’s any mess we can clear it up later.”

Blacker found the conversation surreal, unbelievable, as they were dragged along the corridor. How could the snuffing out of life could be discussed in such a casual way? “Charlie was right, you know,” he said. “Donovan has no friends. He died a long time ago; that’s just a corpse walking around giving you orders. You’re going to murder me, just be careful he doesn’t kill you.”

“Shut up,” snarled Quinn, pushing him hard against the wall. John’s nose was crushed painfully against the emulsioned surface, bringing tears to his eyes. Within him a deep anger began to burn, but before he could say anything further, there came the sound of breaking glass from above as tear gas grenades were simultaneously fired at all three floors. This was followed by an almighty crash as the plate glass front of the shop was demolished.

“Jesus Christ! What the hell was that?” Murphy thrust the sobbing Brice Smith at Dave. “Hold him while I check it out.” He ran along the corridor to the door that gave access to the showroom. His first thought was that it was kids, or that some idiot that had driven through the window, but a brief look once he had opened the door was sufficient; there were police marksmen coming through a gaping hole wearing bullet proof chest protectors. Pat was a true disciple of Donovan. His gun was already in his hand and he started firing, shooting for the head, no point aiming at the main target if it was protected. The first policeman to die was Police Sergeant Bannerman, thirtyone years of age with a wife and two young children, the second was Detective Constable Brown, twenty-five years service and not long to retirement. Soapy, for all his years in the force, had made a fatal mistake. Eager to act, he had assumed that the officers he had been given were experienced in dealing with gunmen. Normally they would have been, but this was Christmas day, nobody expected a siege situation to occur, and the scratch groups that were there had been formed from men who were sober and could be brought in at short notice. The Assistant Commissioner had learned a painful lesson, but it was too late for Bannerman and Brown.

Murphy knew none of this and cared less. He downed the first two targets, slammed the door shut and ran back down the corridor. He caught at Quinn as he passed. “Kill them and get back, we’ve got to warn Mick we have visitors.”

In the basement, Donovan consulted his watch, excitement building. One minute. Where were Pat and Dave? He had quite forgotten the exhortations of Vannood that the balance was all. One man short, for Charlie would not be going with them, and the implications were incalculable. His eyes roved over the weird assortment of baggage before him, focusing upon the weapons. He picked up a Uzi sub machine gun, expertly checked the ammunition clip, fully loaded, and slipped off the safeties; no knowing what they might meet at the other end.

Above the Irishman’s head, a different drama was being acted out. Quinn had not counted on John having his hands free. As he brought the gun up to take the easy target first - Brice Smith - his grip eased and Blacker did something he had not done for twenty years. Hold the guy’s sleeve, let him take the weight, a duck and a twist, and suddenly Dave was no longer in control. For a moment they wrestled for the gun, then John head butted his opponent hard and, as Quinn involuntarily stepped backwards, rammed stiffened fingers hard into his eyeballs. The blow rarely blinds, but it incapacitates like almost nothing else. As he fell back against the wall sobbing, Blacker grabbed the weapon from loosened fingers, adrenaline feeding his anger and, with no compunction because this man had been trying to kill him, rammed the barrel against Quinn’s temple and blew his brains out.

Murphy had reached the top of the basement stairs, heard the shot and turned, assuming that Dave was doing what he had been told, saw disbelieving that instead Blacker had the gun, and dived down as John started shooting at him.

In the basement, Donovan was shouting. “Quick, Pat, and get Dave down here. We’ve only got a few moments left.” He was oblivious to the noises from above.

Murphy hesitated, halfway down the basement steps. Where to go? The boss appeared to have taken leave of his senses; it was only a matter of minutes before armed police arrived, and this was a trap with only one exit, and waiting outside was a very angry John Blacker.

“Mick, we can’t stay here. There are cops all over the place. If we don’t get out now we’re done for.”

Donovan ignored him. “Ten, nine, eight...for Christ’s sake where is Quinn?”

“He’s dead. That bloody shop assistant shot him.”

“Mary, Mother of God! The next time I see that guy I will personally waste him.”

As he spoke, the atmosphere in the basement shifted. For a moment it was almost familiar, a hint of Void in the air which Donovan recognised and welcomed. Murphy stumbled, though the floor did not move, and cursed. He did not have the benefit of the Irishman’s earlier experiences, dismissed the hint of sensation as whiskey driven, and demanded, panic in his voice, “Mick, we’ve got to get out of here.”

As if to emphasise the urgency of the moment, the sound of a police hailer came distantly through the walls.

In another world, Vannood completed the final pass, forces gathered, the breakthrough almost complete, and then chaos. Balance might have been maintained if Quinn had been there, Charlie’s body was still in the basement, and the snuffing out of Albermarle’s life would have restored equilibrium, but the gap was too great.

In the hallway, two policemen, misshapen in protective clothing appeared. One screamed at Blacker in a way that compelled instant obedience. “Drop the gun and flat on the floor. Now!”

As he threw himself down, something shifted, the walls collapsed, snuffed out to be replaced by a forest, a waterfall, and blackness, all in quick succession. The floor shifted, but out of synchronisation with the walls, only Brice Smith remained constant by his side. As water surrounded them, the ground became rocky and dry. A harsh burning sun beat down for an instant, and then was absorbed by blackness. Vacuum was followed by ozone rich air before they could choke to death.

The concentration of sensation and change was so intense as to swamp the senses, creating confusion and uncertainty. Donovan and Murphy in the basement were also experiencing a series of terrifying shifts in the environment. Both Irishmen were practical by nature, the little imagination they had could not encompass what was happening, and they staggered about the basement/jungle/moonscape screaming curses; the Irishman’s ice cool had cracked at last.

In Murmeria, Vannood, at the second epicentre of the storm, understood a little of what was happening and cursed his doppelganger for not heeding often-repeated warnings. He had no idea what might result from the imbalance, but as the kaleidoscope of terrain and environment flashed about him, he feared the worst. This was but the beginning and already the pace was quickening. But the sorcerer was not without resources of his own. He fashioned a sphere of impermeability, and was well protected as change buffeted Albermarle and the wolf-guards about him. The only threat to well being remained a permanent lack of atmosphere, and that looked unlikely for the moment.

Change convulsions rippled out from the Tower and the basement. In front of the Travel Agents, Soapy cried out in alarm as the police Range Rover he was sheltering behind, shimmered and turned, for an unimaginably long five seconds, into a large wet whale. The road heaved and shifted, the very buildings about them shimmered into other forms, trees and rocks and incomprehensible geometric shapes. The whole was too strange and uncertain to be explained by anything other than madness. In a moment, the tight discipline of the cordon had degenerated into hysteria. Across Britain, then Europe, and then the other Continents, ripples of power characterised by strange phenomena and momentary sensation spread across outwards the world.

In the Tower, the Elite Guard were subjected to similar experiences but they, brought up in a world where the manipulation of the physical into the fantastical was commonplace, maintained their equilibrium. Darkness passed but wind still howled, they were frozen and then released, but before they could mount the final steps to the study, their surroundings changed. They were on a high peak, and then in a deep cavern. For a long moment the guardsmen stood on the threshold to the Travel Agents, looking down a long corridor to where Blacker and Brice Smith clutched at each other for stability, and then they were torn back to Murmeria.

Sensations grew more powerful, the flicker of change became more rapid, and the fabric of reality in both worlds began to tear.


 Quaxilla observed the destructive power of the forces Vannood had brought into being and tried to intervene. At first, she attempted to reverse the process that had begun. It would have been the ideal solution. The sorcerer would be despatched by the Elite Guard if his escape route closed; while the forces of law and order on Earth would bring down his doppelganger. But though she tried, all that she managed to achieve was some mitigation in the potential for damage, and that minor control was on the verge of being lost. As her strength was sapped, she had to recognise that the only solution, one that was bitter indeed, was to aid Vannood in achieving his objective. Only by restoring the balance could the exchange take place, and that was the only way that both worlds could be preserved from Armageddon.

In taking the necessary action, there was one thing that she had to do, for the repairing of equilibrium needed two other live humans to replace Starr and Quinn. She had observed Blacker’s resilience under intolerable stress, seen his capacity to resist, recognised the flaws in his character and sensed that there was more to this man. He had fought back without weapons and come close to defeating Donovan. Blacker knew the Earth, he was a product of its violent nature, and he would understand the weapons the Irishman was importing to Camborne. All this might be of value in the battle to come.

The adjustments made, the balance restored, turbulence faded and the distortions eased. In the study, Vannood felt the difference, puzzled at the power which had shifted the consequences from failure to success, but his arrogance did not allow for another to be able to achieve what he had not, and he assumed that whatever problem had existed on Earth had been resolved.

As Mika Milian, at the head of the Elite Guard, burst in to the study, they were in time to see Vannood, Albermarle, the wolves Barl and Riva, and the pile of boxes and bottles in the centre of the floor, fade and become transparent, while superimposed upon them was another, strangely similar misshapen heap of belongings together with the flickering image of Donovan and Quinn.

At the Travel Agents, the end of fantasy brought a rapid regrouping by the police. The Assistant Commissioner had no idea what had been happening, but he and his men knew why they were there. Once again, they entered the building intending first to secure the two men observed in the corridor. But they were too late. Quaxilla needed two live ones to restore the balance and she had chosen the simplest solution. Both Blacker and Brice Smith transported with Donovan as Vannood came over.

The exchange had taken place. Glimmer power was awakened on Earth, ready to clothe the myth of magic with reality. In the Camborne, the technology of death had come to tear apart a thousand year peace. On both worlds, nothing would ever be the same again.









 to be continued in 
A Glimmer of Hope
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